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Translating One's Self: 
Laneuage and Selfhood in Cross -Cultural Narratives 
Synopsis of PhD Thesis 
Mary Besemeres, English and Theatre Studies, ANU 
The immigrant experience of having to 'translate oneself' from one's mother 
tongue into a foreign language and losing part of oneself in the process, 
shows how deeply selfhood is bound up with natural language. Lost in 
Translation (1989) - the title of Polish- Canadian author Eva Hoffman's signal 
memoir - conveys with particular force the potential loss of self, of key 
aspects of what a person has been, in the course of migrating between 
languages. It is the author herself who is imagined as "lost in translation ", by 
analogy with the meaning of a text. The metaphor of fidelity to an original has 
immediate resonance in the context of an immigrant's life: are the cultural 
assumptions with which he or she arrives susceptible to extension and 
revision, and to what extent can a "self" be identified with them? Hoffman's 
metaphor of self -translation offers insights into the nature of relations 
between language, culture and selfhood which are of a broad theoretical and 
experiential interest, illuminating the condition of what I call 'language 
migrants' and native speakers alike. 
The texts considered in my dissertation are contemporary works of 
autobiography, fiction and poetry in English by authors from non -English 
speaking backgrounds, who write as 'language migrants'. The writers are 
either immigrants in a literal sense, or were born into immigrant families 
living in an English- speaking country, brought up to speak their parents' 
language but educated in EngIísh. English as the language that displaces the 
mother tongue offers a test -case for the phenomenon of migration between 
languages in general. 
The texts either explore directly or else reveal the impact of the author's 
two languages on his or her sense of self, in a way that has significance 
within the poems or narrative. The thesis examines cases of 'life -writing' 
understood in a broad sense; it approaches the poems (by Polish émigré poet 
Czeslaw Mi1'osz) and the novels (Vladimir Nabokov's Pnin and Kazuo Ishiguro's 
An Artist of the Floating World) from the angle suggested by the study of the 
autobiographical texts, Eva Hoffman's Lost in Translation, Mexican- American 
Richard Rodriguez's Hunger of Memory, Maxine Hong Kingston's The Woman 
Warrior, and Hungarian -born Australian Andrew Riemer's Inside Outside and 
The Habsburg Café. 
In individual chapters, I explore links between these texts and theories 
of linguistic relativity developed by thinkers from Johann Gottfried Herder to 
Edward Sapir, and continued in the contemporary movement of cultural 
psychology (eg. in the work of Shinobu Kitayama and Hazel Markus). I also 
draw on moral philosopher Charles Taylor's conception of the self as 
necessarily constituted by language, in the sense that individuals are born 
into particular language communities, characterised by an implicit 
commitment to certain values. The thesis addresses the role of natural 
languages in the growth of individuals, with specific reference to elements of 
those languages that most nearly touch the person, such as words for feelings, 
or for particular social relations. The fundamental question for my thesis is, 
what sort of confluence is possible between two conceptual worlds in a single 
individual's personal narrative? 
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Introduction 
1. Loss in Translation 
"Can I really extract what I've been from myself so easily ?" - Eva Hoffman 
The immigrant experience of having to `translate oneself' from one's 
mother tongue into a foreign language and losing part of oneself in 
the process, shows how deeply self is bound up with natural 
language. Lost in Translation (1989) - the title of bilingual Eva 
Hoffman's signal memoir - summons the potential loss of self, of key 
aspects of what a person has been, in the course of migrating 
between languages. It is the author herself who is imagined as "lost 
in translation ", by analogy with the meaning of a text. The metaphor 
of fidelity to an original has immediate resonance in the context of 
an immigrant's life: are the cultural assumptions with which he or 
she arrives susceptible to extension and revision, and to what extent 
can a "self" be identified with them? Problems of translation may 
pertain as much to "selves" inducted into a new language and culture 
as to texts to be rendered in a new linguistic code'. Hoffman's 
Writers in English other than Eva Hoffman have begun to use the 
metaphor of translation to articulate the bilingual and bicultural 
condition. By an interesting convergence of thought, Salman 
Rushdie's Imaginary Homelands (1989), which came out in the same 
year as Lost in Translation, describes immigrants as "translated men" 
(17). Anthropologist Ruth Behar (1993) entitled her English- language 
account of the life of a Mexican woman, Translated Woman. Post - 
colonialist critic Tejaswini Niranjana (1994) speaks of "'hybridity ", or 
what I call 'living in translation " "" (my italics). Greek -Australian critic 
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metaphor of self- translation offers insights into the nature of 
relations between Ianguage, culture and selfhood which are of a 
broad theoretical and experiential interest, illuminating the condition 
of what I will call `language migrants' and native speakers alike. 
There are two kinds of loss involved in linguistic migration, both of 
which are expressed in the figure of `loss' in translation. One, which 
might be considered passive, is the loss of one's native tongue in 
having to emigrate to a place where it is not spoken, and there 
encountering its absence. The other is an active loss, more painfully 
complicit, incurred by living in the second language, taking on the 
beliefs it configures and hence displacing and `betraying' the beliefs 
embodied by the native Ianguage. The experience of migrants into a 
new language attests doubly to the shaping effect of natural 
language on self: both in the sense of a loss of self undergone with 
the loss of the native language, and in the sense of an enforced gain 
of self in living with the new language. 
If migration into a new language requires that a person recreate 
themselves, then self must come into being in the first place in some 
sort of active relation to language. The thesis is concerned less, 
however, with tracing the linguistic genesis of self - as Paul John 
Mary Zournazi's recent collection of interviews with eminent 
women -bilinguals, Foreign Dialogues (1997), explicitly states as one 
of its aims that of drawing out her interlocutors' "experiences of 
translation ". Unlike these other uses, Eva Hoffman's figure of "self - 
translation" refers to a reflexive activity, that is to say, the person 
who migrates between languages is at once translator and translated. 
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Eakin (1985, 1992) in his work on autobiography has traced the role 
of language in the rise of individual self- consciousness - than with 
how a particular self at any time depends for its expression on a 
particular natural language. 
The texts considered in the thesis are contemporary works of 
autobiography, fiction and poetry in English by authors from non - 
English speaking backgrounds who write as `language migrants'. (In 
my conclusion, I address the question of why migrants between 
languages in the years after World War II have written more 
probingly about their bilingual experience than earlier cross- 
linguistic authors, at least in English.) They include both literal 
immigrants and those born into immigrant families, brought up to 
speak their parents' language at home and drawn into English 
through schooling. English as the language that displaces the mother 
tongue offers a test -case for migration between languages in general. 
The question of the embeddedness of thought and inner life in 
natural language is also explored (often in parallel ways) in works 
by migrants into languages other than English, some of which are 
touched on in this introduction. 
A key work of this kind is the personal essay "Bilinguisme, 
dialogisme et schizophrénie" (1985)2 by the literary theorist Tzvetan 
Todorov, who emigrated from Bulgaria to France as an adult. The 
2 Quotations from Todorov's essay will be from the English 
translation by Michael B. Smith, "Dialogism and Schizophrenia ", in 
Arteaga (1994). 
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essay relates how, on a rare return visit to his country of birth 
eighteen years after leaving it, he was plunged into a state of 
linguistic "schizophrenia" between his still potent and intact 
Bulgarian "personality [personnalité]" and his newer Francophone 
one. This implies that as an expatriate in France he had grafted a 
French "personality" onto his Bulgarian- language one. (I will return 
to Todorov's essay in Section 2.1.) 
Another recent account of migration into a language other than 
English is Julien Green's autobiographical work Le Langage et son 
Double (1987) which describes the author's movement between 
English and French as a child of American parents living in Paris. His 
mother tongue was bounded with his parents' home: "C'était 
littéralement ma langue maternelle qui dehors, au lycée, devenait 
une langue étrangère" (161). Written as a dual language text in 
French and English, the memoir both reflects and reflects on, Green's 
linguistic dual citizenship. In a phrase which could serve as the 
motto for this thesis, Green writes: "Cette question de langage m'a 
toujours passionné, car c'est notre substance même qui est en cause" 
(161). The French text of Le Langage et son Double was written first; 
the English was intended to reformulate the same thoughts in this 
other language. Rereading the two texts, however, Green finds: "It 
might almost be doubted that the same person was the author of 
these two pieces of work ". He feels that the puzzle of the 
"relationship of language to human beings" has eluded his grasp; in 
French, this is expressed differently, as "la relation entre la pensée et 
le langage ". Writing in this bilingual form has at least given him a 
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better sense of "le problème des écrivains étrangers qui doivent en 
quelque sorte renaître dans une langue qui n'est pas la leur" (175). 1 
would argue, however, that the problem of having to be "reborn" 
into a Ianguage other than your own is not the preserve of émigré 
writers alone, but the common predicament of language migrants - 
such as Green was during his childhood. 
In approaching the autobiographical texts of migrants into English I 
am concerned with how the author's experience of self -translation is 
represented. In the case of poetry and narrative, I look rather at 
how this experience impacts on the texture of the work or can be 
seen to underpin a critical aspect of the work, particularly in the 
emerging duality of the implied authorial consciousness. The 
imagined world of each of the two novels, Vladimir Nabokov's Pnin 
and Kazuo Ishiguro's An Artist of the Floating World, reflects and 
presupposes a bivalent, bilingual consciousness, and this impinges on 
the reader. It calls for what could be termed a bilingual attention 
from the reader, through which he or she is partially drawn into the 
author's position within two languages - if also kept at bay. In this 
way the novel creates a dimension that can be compared with what 
is conveyed in language migrants' personal narratives. 
Eva Hoffman's concept of self- translation is distinct from the 
Derridean notion of the self as "written" or as "text "3. It leaves the 
3 See Paul Smith's critique of Jacques Derrida's "static, closed, 
textualized version of the poststructuralist subject ", and Smith's 
alternative view of the subject as "a living psychological agent with a 
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self more room for agency, since the "self" is the struggling agent as 
well as the intractable object of the translation; it is both translator 
and translated. As in G.H. Mead's (1913) dizzying account of the 
phenomenon of introspection which proceeds via the method of 
introspection (a person reflects on how he reflects on himself), the 
term "self- translation" can apply equally to the act of articulating in 
English what was first experienced in another language, and to the 
act of observing oneself do so. 
2. Self as constituted by language 
-[P]ersons [are] beings who only exist in [...] language" - Charles Taylor 
Relations between self and language have been a central issue in 
many areas of thought for some time, for long enough in fact that the 
topic may appear to have been exhausted. It is a given of 
contemporary literary theory that the self is constituted by 
language. Yet, at least at the theoretical level, this has not been a 
statement about the self's relations with natural language. An idea 
with an eclectic lineage, it can be traced to two historically 
intersecting - but significantly different - conceptions: to Mikhail 
Bakhtin's view of the individual as orienting him or herself among a 
variety of discourses (rechi) or social languages in communication 
with others; and to the post -structuralist notion of the "subject" as an 
"effect" of language, specifically of writing. Neither of these is 
concerned with natural languages as such. In arguing that the self is 
capacity for political resistance ", as discussed by Paul John Eakin 
(1992:187). 
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constituted partly by natural language, this thesis differs in 
important ways from each of these conceptions, as will be outlined in 
the foIIowing sections. The argument is not incompatible, however, 
with Bakhtin's pluralistic account of language, whereas it is at odds 
with what it takes to be a monolithic concept of language in post - 
structuralist thought. 
The thesis addresses the role of natural languages in the growth of 
individuals, with specific reference to elements of those languages 
that most nearly touch the person, such as words for feelings, or for 
particular social relations, and words encoding attitudes toward and 
prescriptions for behavior. It is only out of these concrete linguistic 
matters (so the thesis would argue) that a conclusion about 
language's relation to self can reasonably be drawn (and both 
different languages and different individuals may give rise to 
divergent conclusions). 
2.1 Natural language and discourses 
By `natural language' I mean approximately what Bakhtin in the 
following excerpt calls "national language "4: "any single national 
language [is] internal[ly] stratified [into] social dialects, [...J 
professional jargons, [...] languages of generation and age groups..." 
(1981:262 -3). Bakhtin is concerned with the discourses or idioms 
4 Clearly, national languages in fact form only a subset of natural 
languages; Bakhtin's source of comparisons is modern Europe, with 
its nation states. 
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proper to particular social groups, "languages" within a language. 
From the point of view of self -translation, the key difference 
between these and natural languages, as will be discussed in more 
detail in section 7 ( "Inauthenticity in self- translation "), is the 
comparatively restricted hold each sociolect may have on a person, 
as against the more complete hold of a natural language. For a 
natural language to have this hold, it must be one that someone lives 
or has lived in, not one limited to a few "contact hours" in settings 
where it can still be marked as foreign (for example as a school 
subject). A person's native language has a particularly strong hold, 
but the language a person migrates into can come to make a 
similarly powerful demand on them. 
The difference between natural languages and "discourses" is 
brought out forcefully by Tzvetan Todorov, who, as we have seen, 
emigrated as an adult from Bulgaria to France. As an important 
interpreter of Bakhtin, and himself a language migrant, Todorov is 
well qualified to speak about the distinction between Bakhtinian 
"discourses" and natural languages: 
[T]he returning exile [from Paris to Sofia] discovers [...1 that 
he has an insider's view of two different cultures [...] As 
Bakhtin wished [...] and as today's advocates for unbounded 
polyphony claim, neither discourse, neither language truly 
contains the other by subjugation. I should have been living 
in the euphoria of disharmony. [...] Each of my two 
personalities could manifest itself in one of my two 
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languages. [...] [Yet] the experience was one of malaise and 
psychological oppression. [...] 
My twin affiliation produces but one effect: in my own eyes 
it renders inauthentic each of my two modes of discourse, 
since each can correspond to but half my being. [...] 
During [my return visit to Bulgaria] I did not give up any of 
my French personality, and I acquired, or reintegrated, a 
Bulgarian personality that was every bit as total. It was too 
much for a sole being like me! One of the two lives would 
have to oust the other entirely. [...] The equality of voices 
makes me feel the breath of insanity. Their asymmetry, 
their hierarchy, on the other hand, is reassuring. (1994:209- 
13) 
In referring to his two languages as different "modes of discourse ", 
Todorov may appear to confuse the categories of natural language 
and discourse. In fact, however, he is experimentally treating natural 
languages as discourses. For Bakhtin, "polyphony" (ideally) 
orchestrates the many social "discourses" which co -exist within an 
individual consciousness; it is not conceived of as a dynamic 
operative within a bilingual or multi -lingual consciousness, although 
this extension has certainly been made by others ( "today's advocates 
of unbounded polyphony ", such as Scarpetta, to whom Todorov 
refers). Todorov argues from his own experience that when the 
natural languages of a single person are forced into the position of 
internal discourses, they burst their boundaries. Each of the two 
languages can "correspond to but half of" his "being ", he feels, and 
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this renders them inauthentic because each competes for the whole 
of the person, is not content with "half ". Natural languages do not 
lend themselves to compartmentalization, because each makes a "call 
for totality ". Hence the conflict between them has the potential to 
split the person into two. 
Todorov's experience of bilingual "schizophrenia" does not 
necessarily characterize life with natural languages in multilingual 
communities, nor the lives of bilinguals from infancy or "code - 
switchers", who are used to switching between two languages on 
various cues and often combine words from two different lexicons 
and grammatical systems in the same sentence (cf. Köppe and Meisel 
1995). But it is a common phenomenon in the lives of people who 
move from one natural language into the sphere of another. Eva 
Hoffman refers to "mild cultural schizophrenia ", Polish émigré writer 
Stanislaw Barariczak speaks of bilingual "schizophrenia" and "split 
personality ", and Japanese- American writer Kyoko Mori describes 
herself as "only partially Japanese in [her] thinking ". These language 
migrants have to varying degrees experienced their languages as 
mutually exclusive. 
Bakhtin does in fact discuss a situation where a number of different 
natural languages are in contact: the trilingualism of the "initiators of 
Roman literary discourse" (1981:63) whose literature arose "in the 
interanimation of three languages ": "Greek, Oscan and Roman ". This 
was an example of what Bakhtin calls "polyglossia ", which he 
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distinguishes from intralingual "heteroglossia ", while seeing them as 
linked: 
Closely connected with the problem of polyglossía and 
inseparable from it is the problem of heteroglossia within a 
language[,...] the [...] internal differentiation [...] characteristic 
of any national language. (67) 
Bakhtin was interested in the polyglot literary consciousness of 
Roman writers, but this consciousness was representative of the 
polyglot world in which the writers lived. He does not address the 
situation of someone who migrates into a new language, and whose 
resulting bilingualism is not reflective of life in a multilingual 
society. The language migrant's bilingual consciousness is isolated in 
an often monolingual environment. 
Discourses can co -exist more coherently in a person's life than 
natural languages in the life of a language migrant because, for the 
latter, a natural language expresses and reflects a whole culture 
whereas a sociolect expresses one variant of a culture, which 
circulates among others. Of course, the `whole culture' reflected by a 
language is a relative entity, and from a theoretical perspective the 
very concept may be problematic, but as the writings of bicultural 
authors discussed in the thesis make clear, it has an undeniable 
reality in the lived experience of Ianguage migrants. 
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Needless to say, the thesis does not attempt to deny Bakhtin's insight 
that language is mutable, dynamic, and many- layered, but it 
approaches language from a different angle from that which 
emphasizes its internal stratification. A person's first language is not 
a stable environment, but a lot of what is taken on, is adopted 
tacitly, and becomes at least provisionally inaccessible to 
questioning. The experience of translinguals in this regard correlates 
with Charles Taylor's argument (from Humboldt) that we cannot free 
ourselves of language to the extent of overseeing it entirely, because 
we always "count with" part of it (1989:34). While a native language 
is of course neither static nor homogeneous, migration between 
languages involves an encounter with another language perceived as 
a whole, over against your own language perceived as a whole, and 
tends to homogenize what you see. By the same token, to the native 
speaker not confronted with another language the limits of his or her 
language remain invisible, the way in which it constitutes reality. As 
Bakhtin himself writes: 
it is possible to objectivize one's own particular language, its 
internal form, the peculiarities of its world view, its specific 
linguistic habitus, only in the light of another language 
belonging to someone else. (1981:62) 
Each perspective is important, and can learn from the other; but 
language migrants have experienced both perspectives, so they have 
a particular insight into both. 
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2.2 Self as an "effect" of language 
In arguing for a conception of self as partly constituted by language, 
the thesis is not invoking post -structuralist accounts of the self as an 
"effect" of language (Dollimore 1997:251) or as a linguistic or 
"discursive" "construct" (ibid: 260). These form part of a critique of 
the concept of a conscious human agent, according to which the 
"subject" (le sujet) is `dissolved' into Ianguage; in Jacques Lacan's 
terms, the "subject" suffers a "fall into syntax" (Mehlman 1974, cited 
in Smith 1995:63). Language is regarded as a totalizing force or 
somehow automated apparatus which effectively replaces human 
agency (cf. Frederick Jameson's The Prisonhouse of Language). 
My thesis, by contrast, takes the role of language in the constitution 
of self or of 'person' to be important precisely because the content of 
`person' matters in its own right. 
The conception of 'Ianguage' which underlies the post -structuralist 
terms just quoted is not evidently the living phenomenon of a 
particular natural language. Charles Taylor (1989) writes: 
To study persons is to study beings who only exist in, or are 
partly constituted by, a certain language. [...] This is, of 
course, the taking -off point for `post -structuralist' 
discussions of the end of subjectivity and the impossibility 
of lucid self- consciousness. (34 -5) 
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But the concern of post -Saussurean theory is not with the 
constitution of self by a "certain" or particular, natural language 
only by `language', a monolithic, abstract term. This abstract concept 
of Ianguage evolves out of structuralist Ferdinand de Saussure's 
distinction between langue, the general system independent of 
speakers, and parole, the individual utterance or act of speech. The 
post -structuralist concept of language also seems to conform to the 
trend evident in linguist Emile Benveniste's (1966:261) reference to 
" langues" (natural languages) as phenomena in a sense auxiliary to 
the more fundamental, abstract concept of "langage" (something that 
is lost in English translation, where both are "language "). (One 
wonders, could this French semantic doublet help to account for the 
absence of sustained reference to particular languages in post - 
structuralist writings - with the equivocal exception of Jacques 
Derrida's "Des Tours de Babel" (1985)? If so, this would continue the 
eighteenth century French tradition in which "philosophers were 
concerned with le langage and linguists with les langues" [Rossi - 
Landi 1973:40].) 
Given the priority of writing or écriture over speech in Derrida's 
philosophy (cf. Of Grammatology [1974], particularly pages 18 -26), 
his linguistic account of the subject has to do with ways in which 
writing resists the control of the writer trying to imprint his 
meaning on it, attempting to `intend' a thought by what he writes. 
This emphasis resembles a part of the experience of language 
migrants which the thesis discusses: their sense that their writing in 
English is detached from what they feel. (This self- estrangement is 
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something they encounter in using a non -native language, however, 
in marked contrast to the expressive power that they had in their 
native tongue.) But my argument does not entail a radical linguistic 
determinism in which writing engulfs and overrides any individual's 
intended meaning. By `self constituted by language' I mean how a 
language contributes to the formation of the individual human 
person - continuously, not only in the early years of a life. Language 
has this power insofar as it determines the expressible forms 
available to the person, but it does not do so entirely, it also 
develops in response to the pressure of new thoughts. 
3. Self and Language: a complex interdependency 
3. 1 Two relations between self and language 
Throughout the thesis, in linking "self" and "language" I am 
concerned with two relations between a person and natural 
language. They are so closely related that usually both are 
implicated when one is raised. Some of the texts on which individual 
chapters focus, however, are more clearly characterized by one than 
by the others. 
Firstly, a native language is continuous with self in a particularly 
strong way. This is seen in a language migrant's sense that his or her 
first language corresponds by right to reality: for example in what 
5 Vladimir Nabokov's novel Pnin is read with reference to the first 
rather than the second. 
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could be called the `superior referentiality', for Eva Hoffman, of the 
Polish word rzeka over `river' - where words in the two different 
languages appear to have the same referent. In other cases referents 
for words in the migrant's two Ianguages that count as dictionary 
equivalents are conceptualized and perceived quite differently 
within each language. For Russian émigré poet Joseph Brodsky, the 
Russian word for seaweed, vodorosli, which is associated with his 
childhood on the Baltic coast, conjures up a sense of "hidden 
underwater drama" as the English word `seaweed' does not (with its 
image of beached, dead stuff, rather than of living creatures on the 
sea -bed, as in vodorosli) (1992:5). This bond to one's native language 
becomes apparent to a person only when 
another language. The new language 
it is being replaced by 
interrupts the "living 
connection" (Hoffman) that existed between consciousness and 
external world through the first language. Hungarian -born 
Australian autobiographer Andrew Riemer comments that only the 
language of childhood can 
(1992:178). The language 
childhood is interwoven with 
express "deeply personal" experiences 
in which someone has lived since 
the whole of who that person has been 
in a way that their newly acquired language is not; hence the 
perceived inauthenticity of speech in the non -native language, the 
new language's status as "ersatz" in Vladimir Nabokov's phrase, 
which is discussed in Section 7 ( "Inauthenticity in self -translation "). 
Secondly, a person's self is partly shaped by, and develops in 
response to, the shared values, assumptions about interpersonal 
relations and feelings, embodied by the natural language s /he lives 
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in. This is the cultural dimension of a language, how it engenders a 
particular perspective on the world, is "a different way not only of 
talking but of thinking and imaging and of emotional Iife ", in the 
words of linguist and poet Paul Friedrich (1985:16). A natural 
language is the source of concepts of what it is to be a person, of how 
one should relate to others, which make possible a particular 
interpretation of experience. Section 6 ( "Translation from one 
relational taxonomy into another ") is concerned with this person - 
shaping role of natural language. 
The bond to one's native language can be seen as in part a reflection 
or symptom of the extent to which that language has shaped one as a 
person. It is for both these reasons, the special bond between a 
person and his or her native language, and the shaping of their 
sensibility by concepts specific to that language, that the migrant's 
first language is felt to have an absolute claim. Self -translation is 
only possible at aII because the second language's concepts can be to 
some extent taken on, internalized, in a way that parallels the first 
language acquisition. 
3.2 The individual's mobility between languages and 
cultures 
In an immediate way, the process of self -translation poses questions 
about the extent to which the self is continuous or multiple. Is the 
self who adapts to the new language the same one that preceded 
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linguistic migration or does the process bring into existence a new 
self? Something perdures the translation, but what? 
According to the conception of language held by Wilhelm Humboldt, 
a major theorist of linguistic relativity, any act of speech 
presupposes an immersion in the whole of language. Each language 
draws a "magic" circle around the speaker, which he can only step 
out of by stepping into another. Language is at once an expression of 
human culture, and what bounds the people speaking it: 
By the same act whereby he [man] spins language out of 
himself, he spins himself into it, and every language draws 
about the people that possesses it a circle6 whence it is 
possible to exit only by stepping over at once into the circle 
of another one. (1988:60) 
Humboldt's remarks do not commit him to a linguistic or cultural 
determinism, as individuals are assumed to be able to move beyond 
the circle drawn by their language. While the image of escaping the 
circle of one's language "only by stepping [...] into [...] another one" 
speaks against the idea of an extra- linguistic, extra -cultural space, 
the very mobility between languages which Humboldt attributes to 
individuals presumably needs to be understood as an inherently 
human capacity. 
6 Susanne K. Langer translates the phrase as "magic circle" (Cassirer 
1946:9). 
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One way in which there can be movement between the different 
`selves' a person is able to be in speaking different languages is that 
each language projects a range of psychological attributes. A person 
in a sense inhabits the model of person implied by the given 
language. This movement between self -models, or life in accordance 
with different ones, is not reducible to role -switching. The connection 
with the "lingua- cultural" psyche (to borrow John Attinasi and Paul 
Friedrich's term [1995]) is more binding. Japanese -American 
autobiographer Monica Sone describes herself as positively 
"switching personalities" between her American and Japanese 
schools. In her memoir Polite Lies: On being a woman caught 
between cultures (1997), Japanese -born American writer, Kyoko 
Mori, speaks of "changing [mental] stations" from English to Japanese 
and wanting to stay in the indeterminate place between the two, 
where the "static" is, as she puts it (19). Migration between 
languages prompts the awareness of how a language adheres to a 
person, draws a magic circle around them. 
Natural language is not understood in the thesis as giving rise to a 
uniform macro -self or cultural type across the community of its 
speakers. The thesis focusses rather on how a common language is 
implicated in the growth of a particular self. The enquiry is not into 
the given individual's earliest psychic development (by free 
reconstruction), but into the author's remembered attempt - mostly 
in mid -childhood or adolescence - to "translate" a formerly 
unquestioned sense of self not experienced as language- dependent, 
into the terms of a non -native, abruptly introduced linguistic 
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valence. It works by inference from the remembered /narrated 
event of encounter with the second language, engaging with the 
author's present intuitions about that moment or stage in their life 
as these are conveyed in their work. 
The thesis assumes a degree of disengagement of a human individual 
from his or her language, in order to be able to talk at all of the 
person's dealings with language. The bilinguals under study speak of 
struggling with language. Both Eva Hoffman and Kyoko Mori describe 
how in the environment of their native tongue, even as American 
adults, they revert to certain communicative behaviours against 
their will, which they feel do not express who they now are or want 
to be. (When she addresses a male stranger in Japanese, Mori hears 
her voice become high and "squeaky ", alarmingly taking on the 
deferential tone of a traditional Japanese woman [1997:16 -171.) 
Language is evidently felt to have the potential for an unwelcome 
moulding of `personality'; its pull comes to be anticipated, resisted. 
Such a struggle could not take place if the person and the language 
were simply fused. The same complex interdependence of self and 
natural language is evinced by the linguistic migrant's contrary 
struggle not to be assimilated without trace into the new language. 
4. "Self" 
"Cette question de langage m'a toujours passionné, car c'est notre substance 
même qui est en cause" - Julien Green 
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My primary term is `self' rather than the more external category of 
`identity'. A person's `identity' is their answer to someone else's 
question `who are you ?', or to the question that they are obliged to 
ask themselves in front of others. It is a response to a kind of 
pervasive societal census. `Self' refers to a person's whole inner life, 
which is not exhausted by this one question; it helps to evoke what 
Green eloquently calls "notre substance même ". The word `self', for 
all its problems in the cross -cultural context (enumerated below), is 
more relevant to the experience of personal translation than 
'identity' because it captures its inwardness, as well as its partly 
involuntary character. This is not to say that `inwardness' necessarily 
characterises the concept of person that exists in the writer's native 
"lingua- culture" (for example in Maxine Hong Kingston's parents' 
Cantonese), but it is inseparable from the experience itself because 
of the isolation forced on the language migrant. With migration, what 
has been the language of someone's community is reduced to their 
own idiolect. The migrant's continual awareness of a Ianguage- linked 
cultural perspective different from that of her interlocutors throws 
her back on herself. 
A term complementary to `self' is Todorov's use of "personnalité" for 
his own impression ( "in my own eyes ") of how he comes across to 
others when speaking one of his two languages. His use of 
personnalité captures the way in which this inward experience is 
nevertheless tied to the situation of communication. (I will return to 
this in section 7, on "inauthenticity "). 
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`The self' is a central concept in English, and English is the language 
into which all the authors under study migrated; so it is an 
important constituent of who the person finally becomes, through 
translation. I use `self', therefore, despite the fact that it connotes a 
culture -specific concept of person, but alternate between it and the 
universal term `person'7. Who a language migrant has been in life in 
his or her native tongue - the "self" to be translated - has more to do 
with the conceptualization of person in that language, than with the 
import of the English word "self ". In each chapter, concepts 
embodied by the words for person in the writer's native language 
are discussed alongside the construal of person in English (for 
example, in chapter five, "I" versus "small daughter" in Chinese). 
In using the word `self' as an approximation for `person' or `human 
being', the thesis remains aware of its 'Anglo' cultural freight. John 
Haiman (1995) in "Grammatical Signs of the Divided Self" has drawn 
attention to the non -universality of the reflexive pronoun and to 
some of the cultural implications of this: 
All languages have means (simple intransitive verbs; middle 
voice; clitic pronouns) to indicate that some action is 
performed on oneself: relatively few of them have separate 
reflexive pronouns, and even the Indo- European languages 
came by them only recently. (224) 
7 Cf. Cliff Goddard's Semantic Analysis (1998) for evidence of the 
universality of the concept of "person ". 
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The English expression "the self' involves a reification of the relation 
between the doer and the one done to in instances where this is the 
same person - a situation represented syntactically in most 
languages not by reflexive pronouns but by what Haiman considers 
to be the more fundamental structure of "the middle voice" (1995: 
214). The use of the reflexive pronoun preceded by a definite article 
as a discrete entity and, ultimately, as a synonym for `person', is 
specific to English. (There is no `das Sich' in German; "le moi" in 
French may be close in meaning to the English "self' but it is not a 
general reflexive pronoun.) In languages such as Russian or Polish, 
the reflexive pronoun (sebya and siebie respectively) is inherently 
the grammatical `object' of a sentence, hence it cannot act as a 
`subject', as the self" does in English. According to Haiman it is no 
accident that English has produced countless nominalizations of 
reflexive verbs, such as "self- assertion ", "self- consciousness ", "self - 
esteem", "self- loathing" (224)8. 
The conception of the human person which informs the modern 
English use of "the self" does not answer to a universal 
understanding. It differs markedly from conceptualizations of the 
human person in other languages (cf., among others, Geertz 1984, 
Harris 1989, Hsu 1985, Kitayama and Markus 1992, and Suzuki 
1986). I want to use "self" in the expression "self- translation ", then, 
8 The O.E.D. traces "compounds" like these to words formed in the 
sixteenth century "in imitation" of Greek expressions beginning with 
`auto -', but notes that Modern English has since produced hundreds 
more. 
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in such a way as to lean as little as possible on the status of the 
English term "the self ". 
In the rest of the introduction, I look more concretely at what is 
involved in the loss of self in translation by examining important 
aspects of self- translation. The discussion of these entails a partial 
answer to the question I began with, namely, to what extent is a 
person defined by cultural assumptions specific to his or her 
language. 
5. Losing self- orienting concepts: what hangs on lexicons of 
"self" 
In a recent work (The Saturated Self [1991]), social psychologist 
Kenneth Gergen illustrates the point that a person's "expressions of 
self cannot be separated from their social consequences" (4) by 
inviting us to imagine 
have recourse to the 
relationship. He or 
competitors, such as 
different implications 
what it would be like for someone no longer to 
expression 
she 
"in love" in an incipient romantic 
would be thrown back on 
admitting to feeling "attracted ", 
its weaker 
which have 
and might send the relationship in a different 
and undesired direction. To abandon a term Iike "in love" means, in 
Gergen's words, to "lose latitude of action in social life ". While 
Gergen's view of personal relations here seems to presume an overly 
unilateral model of 
vis another person, 
lexicon of self in 
successful implementation of one's wants vis -à- 
his point is. I think, sound and important. A 
relation to others (or of "I" and "you ") is 
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fundamental to the workings of social life, and to imagine any of its 
terms as absent can help us to recognize this. 
The point is only a small link in Gergen's larger argument about the 
prevailing post- modern condition. He offers this speculation in order 
to highlight the contingency of our "vocabulary of the self ", which 
has been relentlessly driven home to us (in the west), as he goes on 
to outline, both horizontally, by contact with other, very different 
cultures, and vertically, by rapid changes within our own culture. 
Citing anthropologist Michelle Rosaldo's account of the distinctive 
emotion -terms of the Philippine Ilongot people, he comments: "when 
we look at other cultures, we become painfully aware of just how 
parochial [our supposed] 'biological givens' are" (10). 
This relativizing impact of contact with other cultures 
notwithstanding, it might be objected that the rate of change of any 
significant concept of the self is not as vertiginous as the 
hypothetical loss Gergen wants us to entertain. A "language 
community" (Taylor) is not, as a rule, forced to stand outside its 
current usage so suddenly, but rather, concepts change as ways of 
living change. 
In "Losing your concepts" (1988), philosopher Cora Diamond 
considers in more depth the similar question of what it would be like 
to jettison our concept of sexual difference, as a feminist writer, 
Alison Jaggar, has proposed we do. Drawing on Wittgenstein's term 
"life with the concept ", Diamond argues that any treatment of such 
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an elimination of the concept of a person's sex must keep in sight 
"what it is to live with our present concept of the difference ", that is, 
"how it enters the ordering and articulating of our experience, how it 
contributes both to the ways we make sense of what we do and what 
happens to us, and to how we see the shape of our lives" (268). She 
criticises Jaggar's proposal that we reject the distinction altogether 
because of its propping up of sexist ideology, for failing to see how 
fundamental it in fact is: 
What is invisible to her [Jaggar] is the structure of the story 
of her own life and the relation it has - given our concepts - 
to life's coming into the world through sexual difference. 
She does not see as a human good our having a range of 
concepts through which the characterizing facts of human 
life enter our sense of who we are and what we experience. 
(269) 
Diamond's reference to the "structure of the story" of a life implies 
that we would have to undo ourselves in a fundamental way even to 
contemplate such a conceptual change. Her view of the constitutive 
role of concepts is related to psychologist Jerome Bruner's (1994) 
perception of the "self" as each person's continual, active if largely 
subliminal ordering of his or her experience into a coherent story 
(structured for example around "turning points "). (Cf. also Elinor Ochs 
and Lisa Capps' "Narrating the Self" [1996], on the narrative 
"construction" of oneself and of others, although Diamond's 
conception of the life -"story" is more organic than theirs.) Seen in 
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this context, Jaggar's proposed rejection of "sexual difference" would 
involve each person 'retelling' from the beginning their self -as- 
narrative - risking disintegration in the process. 
It is hard, in either Gergen's or Diamond's suggested cases, to give 
much content to what it would be like for English- speakers once the 
given concept had been lost altogether, precisely because (as they 
argue) that would involve subtracting an integral part of our known 
selves. Yet, immigrants forced to enter the precinct of a new 
language have written of undergoing conceptual Iosses whose effect 
is at least comparable with the radical loss of self- characterization 
through sexual difference. Mexican -American autobiographer 
Richard Rodriguez (1992) gives eloquent testimony to this in his 
account of the difference between the all- embracing English pronoun 
"you" and the inescapable distinction between two forms of address 
in his native Spanish, td and usted: 
In Sacramento [...] everything outside our house was English, was 
`you' - hey you. My dog was you. My parents were you. The nuns 
[teachers] were you. My best friend, my worst enemy was you. [...] 
At the heart [of Mexico] there is tú - the intimate voice [...]. Tú is the 
condition, not so much of knowing, as of being known [..] Tú belongs 
within the family [...] is spoken to children and dogs, to priests; 
among lovers: [...] to servants; [...] to God Himself. [...] 
Usted, the formal, the bloodless, the ornamental you is spoken to the 
eyes of strangers. By servants to masters. Usted shows deference to 
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L..] authority; [...1 is subject to corruption, a province of politicians. 
[...1 
In Mexico, one is most oneself in private. The very existence of t ú 
must undermine the realm of usted. In America, one is most oneself 
in public. (54) 
Gergen and Diamond invoke the effect that abandoning a key 
concept in self- characterization would have, hypothetically, on the 
lives of the members of a community. The imagined change is 
projected on the model of a historical change within a single 
language. This thesis would contend that 
"conceptual amnesia" diagnosed by Diamond 
Jaggar's is the tangible threat facing a language 
something like the 
in a proposal like 
migrant. 
The situation of the language migrant is complicated by the 
possibility of a twofold conceptual memory (or a conceptual 'double 
life), since who he or she has been need not and perhaps cannot be 
entirely replaced by who he or she is newly expected to be. For one 
thing, the language migrant's native self- orienting concepts, such as 
Rodriguez's tú and usted, remain embedded in a transported 
language, which, however devalued relative to the new one, exists in 
some form alongside it. The concept has not been squeezed out of a 
language altogether, as in Gergen's and Diamond's imagined 
examples. The second language has to contest the first. The concepts 
which originally "enter[edj the ordering and articulating" of the 
person's experience and influenced how she "saw the shape" of her 
life, coexist (however conflictually) with another such ordering, 
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articulating body of concepts, which project their own, different life - 
shape for the migrant. 
The result is that two simultaneous 'selves' appear to exist, the 
native -speaking one perhaps threatened with partial extinction, but 
the other having to hide its lack of a history, sometimes even to fake 
a history continuous with the cultural present. (For example, Andrew 
Riemer recalls inventing a father who bets at the races, for the 
benefit of his Australian classmates.)9 This is the point of entry for 
the problem of self -translation, in the extent to which the second 
"self" is founded on the first, can speak for the first, can preserve 
aspects of the first, must distort ('betray') the first. 
6. Translation from one relational taxonomy into another 
Polish- Canadian author Eva Hoffman shows especially clearly the 
implications of non -equivalence between different languages' words 
for human relations in her comparison of the English word "friend" 
as she first heard her Canadian peers use it, with the Polish concept. 
Of her "Vancouverite" class -mate Penny, Hoffman writes, in a 
retrospective present tense: 
9 For Tzvetan Todorov, as a returning exile, the situation is reversed: 
"Th[e] ability I had to reimmerse myself immediately, totally, in the 
Bulgaria I had left behind, cast as unreal before my own eyes my 
experience of the recent past and my French identity" (1994 :212). 
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We like each other quite well, though I'm not sure that what 
is between us is "friendship" - a word which in Polish has 
connotations of strong loyalty and attachment bordering on 
love. At first, I try to preserve the distinction between 
"friends" and "acquaintances" scrupulously, because it feels 
Iike a small lie to say "friend" when you don't really mean 
it, but after a while, I give it up. "Friend ", in English, is such 
a good- natured, easygoing sort of term, covering all kinds of 
territory, and "acquaintance" is something an uptight, 
snobbish kind of person might say. My parents, however, 
never divest themselves of the habit, and with an admirable 
resistance to Iinguistic looseness, continue to call most 
people they know "my acquaintance" - or, as they put it 
early on, "mine acquaintance ". As the word is used here, 
Penny is certainly a friend... (1989:148) 
The English word "friend" exists for Eva against the background of 
two Polish words: przyjacio Ike and another she translates as 
"acquaintance" - znajoma. (Polish draws an obligatory distinction here 
between a female "friend" - przyjaciólka, and a male one - przyjaciel, 
and similarly between a female "acquaintance" - znajoma and a male 
one - znajomy.) While Hoffman does not name the Polish words, it is 
their semantic division of labour that evidently directs Eva towards 
the English word "acquaintance" in the first place as an alternative to 
the unsatisfactory term "friend ". Znajoma is colloquial, where 
acquaintance, as Eva quickly recognizes, is not. Polish makes a 
distinction between the two kinds of relation by means of two 
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equally viable words. The English word "friend" does not admit of 
such a distinction. In this regard at least, the realm of social 
relationships is carved up according to quite different categories in 
these languages, and an attempt to transpose the Polish term into 
English is therefore bound to fail. 
In continuing to speak of their "acquaintances" Eva's parents are in 
fact producing a calque from Polish. What they resist only counts as 
verbal "looseness" from the point of view of PoIísh, not English. 
Imprecision in such matters is relative. But what this means is that 
Eva's parents remain faithful to a social reality that has hitherto 
defined them, whereas she accepts what "feels like a small lie ". Her 
sensitivity to the new usage weakens her resistance to it. Hoffman's 
gently ironic phrase, "an admirable resistance to linguistic looseness ", 
identifies her parents' lack of awareness of register and other 
encoded expectations in English; the phrase combines a certain 
wistful envy for the limits that protected her parents from change 
with regret at how it barred them from fuller participation in 'Anglo' 
culture. She retains a touch of pride in the integrity that was open to 
them, but the detail that they continued to call "most" people they 
knew "acquaintance" (in accordance with the strict criteria of the 
Polish word for "friendship ") also signals the extent of their isolation. 
The linguistic non -equivalence Hoffman is talking about is related to 
Ferdinand de Saussure's famous principle of the relative value 
(valeur) of words in different languages. Saussure iIIustrates the 
principle with an example drawn from the realm of what might 
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seem to be more incontestably identical referents: the French word 
mouton in relation to "sheep" in English. As Saussure saw it, mouton, 
meaning both animal and meat, covers the area which in English is 
shared by two words, "sheep" and "mutton ", and thus has a different 
value from the English "sheep ", although the same "significance" 
(signification). 
Since "mutton" and "sheep" are taken to delimit one another within a 
space of meanings, Saussurean "value" is compatible with, and no 
doubt informs, Hoffman's description of the English word "friend" as 
spanning the "territory" divided between przyjecíel and znejomy in 
Polish. Linguist Edward Sapir's conception of "language [as] a guide to 
'social reality'" (1960[1929]:68) is, however, a more significant 
antecedent to the point Hoffman makes because the 'space' in 
question for her is the living one of her own self in a shared, social 
reality, not the impersonal 'space' within a system. 
Sapir wrote on the limits of translatability' 0: 
Vocabulary is a very sensitive index of the culture of a 
people. [...] Languages differ widely in the nature of their 
vocabularies. Distinctions which seem inevitable to us may 
be utterly ignored in languages which reflect an entirely 
different type of culture, while these in turn insist on 
10 Sapir's thought was borne out by the work of later anthropologists 
like Michelle Rosaldo, which in turn informs Kenneth Gergen's point 
about the contingency of "vocabularies of self". 
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distinctions which are all but unintelligible to us. 
(1960[19331:36) 
Hoffman's memory of slipping reluctantly into using the English 
word "friend" shows what it is like for someone to have to cross this 
semantic gap in themselves. Conceptual distinctions which seemed 
"inevitable" are prised away from the language migrant as he or she 
learns to make the distinctions required by the new Ianguage. Eva 
adapts to the English usage but in doing so feels she is being disloyal 
to her still extant, if embattled, pre -English self - a self which has 
been deeply characterized by life with a concept specific to the 
Polish language. 
7. Inauthenticity in self -translation 
Given the depth of this connection through concepts to the language 
in which one has lived, how are the constraints of an immigrant's 
second language negotiated in order to bring about the most truthful 
- 'authentic' - possible translation of the self he or she has been? A 
sense of inauthenticity in uttering what passes for idiomatic speech 
in the second language is one important instance of what is involved 
for the language migrant in self -translation". (In his autobiography 
The non -native language is of course capable of inspiring feelings 
other than alienation. Hoffman also came to relish American idioms 
like "hair of the dog that bit me ", wanting to cast her "net" of learnt 
words "wide enough" to "cover the whole continent" (217) - a revival 
of her childhood desire to capture reality with (Polish) words, each 
new expression a handful of the world. Joseph Conrad likened his 
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Inside Outside, Hungarian - Australian Andrew Riemer talks about his 
experience of this as "mimicry "; but in his case his performance of 
English speech is not experienced against the background of a strong 
sense of self based in his native language, so in a way it is more self - 
alienated - as he says, 'nowhere' is home.) It also sheds Iight on the 
question of how self stands to natural language. There is an 
inevitable tension between faithfulness to one's thought (whatever 
its reception will be in the foreign language milieu) and the need to 
say something that will make sense to the people one is talking with. 
It is this that is captured by the concept of "self- translation ". 
If one accepts Bakhtin's account of each individual coming to be 
through his or her successive evaluations of the many social 
exchanges that s /he has internalized (cf. Caryl Emerson's "The Outer 
Word and Inner Speech" [19861), then presumably an important part 
of the evaluation process is sifting through what we hear ourselves 
say aloud, and feeling the not -me -ness of some of it. In "Grammatical 
Signs of the Divided Self' (1995), linguist John Haiman lists as one of 
the cases of "alienation" from oneself (which he in fact argues is 
specific to English -language culture), the following: 
[S]peakers may be alienated from the social roles they play 
in uttering socially prescribed speech - that is, linguistic 
etiquette may alienate them from what they think of as 
'their true, spontaneous, selves'. (214) 
relationship with English to "love at first sight" and claimed that the 
"genius of the language" "adopted" him, not vice versa (1946:v -vi). 
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The phenomenon as Haiman presents it seems very familiar. It is a 
common experience within a person's own language. But the 
accounts of language migrants suggest that the danger of disloyalty 
to 'oneself' in obligingly emitting "socially prescribed speech" may be 
more acute in conversations where one is a non -native speaker of 
the language being spoken. Hoffman describes how, after listening to 
an American friend's drawn -out "riff" about adventurous travel that 
had a hallucinogenic effect, she had to think quickly of a response 
that would be deemed appropriate, and came up with "Gee, what a 
trip, in every sense of the word" (1989:219). While her friend clearly 
accepted this as a "natural" answer, Hoffman recalls inwardly 
"clutch[ing] ", at the artificiality of her sentence, which only she could 
fully perceive. 
People speaking a language other than their own may be rendered 
hyper- conscious of an estrangement from what they say that is 
nevertheless recognizable to non -language- migrants. But the 
experience, at least as described by Hoffman, is felt to be in contrast 
with a relationship to her speech in the mother tongue, which is not 
conscious in this way - suggesting a difference of kind, not only of 
degree, from the alienation open to G.H. Mead's English- speaking 
selves on home- ground (the subjects of the quotation from Kalman). 
This comparison of speech in a second language with a native speech 
background suggests that a relatively unquestioned sense of self 
may rest on a certain oneness with the language being spoken. 
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A sense of inauthenticity for the non -native -speaker is a sign of 
their having spoken solely in order to conform to the new language's 
prescriptions. Hoffman said what she did in order to `fit in', and to 
`make sense'. Her frustration after the event is not only with herself, 
nor with a "linguistic etiquette" that she is used to tolerating as a 
necessary evil; the terms of her acceptance of such speech are 
different from those apparent in the case from Haiman. They are 
characterized at once by less `say' in the social contract underlying 
this talk, and more distance from it. 
The experience is one of mis- translation, although it might seem that 
no specific thought was left unsaid. It was not Hoffman's Polish voice 
that spoke, the one in which she had spoken for most of her life until 
then, and that voice failed to make any mark on the English words 
she uttered. This differs from the native -speaker's phoney -feeling 
speech in two ways. The etiquette to which the Iatter submits is only 
part of a language that also includes words which could express (at 
least partly) what he has been swayed into not saying, whereas for 
the linguistic outsider it is the language as a whole that presents this 
problem. Secondly, the migrant not only feels that her words did not 
convey anything that she actually wanted to say, merely a desire to 
say something valid, but also that speaking the language pushed her 
in a particular direction. The implicit knowledge that something was 
`sayable' drew her into saying it. Her submission to prescribed 
speech is more arbitrary with respect to anything she herself feels 
or thinks, than in the intralingual case. 
37 
What is felt by the non -native speaker as an unwelcome tow may be 
symptomatic of the same condition that is manifested in a different 
way by the native speaker's ease in his language. The freedom of 
movement the riff -teller has is partly enabled by his tacit 
acceptance of certain in -built assumptions, his fit with his language. 
My use of `inauthenticity' for a non -native speaker's sense of their 
own speech in the second language is not meant to set up a contrast 
with "authenticity ", the post- Romantic ideal incisively analyzed by 
Lionel Trilling (1972), where the frame of reference tends to be the 
self alone (cf. p. 11). It contrasts with the situation in the speaker's 
native language where the question of the authenticity of what is 
said does not arise. The language migrant's experience of 
inauthenticity implies that there was an unmarked sense of self in 
the first language. It was not the speaker's relation to herself that 
determined it but her relation to her interlocutors; similarly, it is her 
relation to her fellow speakers in the second language which renders 
her speech inauthentic. 
There is a pressure on Eva from her interlocutor's lack of awareness 
of the relativity of his linguistic culture. He would be incredulous if 
she tried to tell him how alien she finds her own talk with him. (This 
episode is particularly ironic given that one of the mottos of the riff - 
teller's language is precisely `be yourself', `be naturaI'.) The native 
speaker does not, and except in contrast with another language, 
cannot, think of this attitude as stemming from a culture, a 
Humboldtian magic encircling. 
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People can recognize the limits of the sociolects they use and define 
themselves partly by; whereas the language that contains all these 
internal sociolects is not felt to be a system, with limits. It is possible 
for speakers to focus critical attention on parts of their language and 
to dethrone them but there is no choice as to whether or not to use it 
in the first place. 
In speaking a natural language on that language's home -ground as a 
non -foreigner, a person is tacitly accepting that the reality this 
language reflects and encodes is the only reality he or she 
recognizes. That is one of the ways in which a natural language 
constitutes a `whole', unlike the sociolect which knows its own limits. 
Hoffman faces the non -reality to her conversation- partner of what is 
real for her. 
Bulgarian -born semiotician Tzvetan Todorov describes almost the 
reverse of Hoffman's scenario: a perception of inauthenticity in the 
practise of his native language against the (inner) background of his 
acquired one. From the experience of his sole return visit to his 
homeland after eighteen years of life in France, he concludes: "My 
twin affiliation produces but one effect: in my own eyes it renders 
inauthentic each of my two modes of discourse, since each can 
correspond to but half my being" (1994:211). Todorov describes how 
during his visit he could not rid himself of an awareness of the 
"sceptical smile" with which his Bulgarian friends reacted to any 
observations he offered about life in Bulgaria - his expatriation had 
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(in their eyes) disqualified him from commenting; and yet he could 
not pretend to be a Frenchman untouched by the insider's 
knowledge of Bulgarian culture that he undoubtedly retained. 
In saying that each "mode of discourse" - i.e. each of his two 
languages - answered to "only half' his being and was therefore 
"inauthentic ", Todorov affirms the total claim of natural language on 
self ( "the call for totality of the two languages of a bilingual" [205]). 
Edward Sapir emphasizes the same point: "[L]anguage is felt to be a 
perfect symbolic system, in a perfectly homogeneous medium, for 
the handling of all references and meanings that a given culture is 
capable of' (1960[1933]:6, my italics). Natural languages do not carry 
an awareness of themselves as relative, as do sociolects. They are 
domains of meaning taking themselves as final. Negotiation among 
discourses may amount to performing different roles, but `self - 
translation' between natural languages is more of a tearing of oneself 
between incommensurate ways of being. Todorov sets his experience 
of the mutual exclusivity of Bulgarian and French within the 
framework of internal dialogue between discourses proper to social 
spheres, in order to show that a natural language implies as possible 
interlocutors, all of its native speakers. This is another way in which 
it makes a claim to totality. 
But different natural languages in the life of a language migrant may 
come to assume the functions of different internal `discourses' 
because this is the only way in which they can both be 
accommodated. As discourses they can co -exist in relativity, as they 
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cannot normally in the monolingual situation. Eva Hoffman strikes a 
Bakhtinian note when she muses "Like everybody, I am the sum of 
my languages, the language of my family and childhood, and 
education and friendship, and love, and the larger, changing 
world...(273) ". Here, she is clearly referring to social, intra- cultural 
"languages ", but channelling Polish and English into these categories. 
"Each of my languages makes the other relative" (273). 
S. The native conversation of language communities 
The thesis draws on moral philosopher Charles Taylor's conception of 
the self as necessarily in part constituted by language (as he 
develops it in Human Agency and Language [1985] and Sources of 
the Self [1989]). Individuals are born into particular "language 
communities ", characterised by an implicit commitment to certain 
values. Taylor writes, 
[W]e are inducted into personhood by being initiated into a 
language. We first Iearn our languages of moral and 
spiritual discernment by being brought into an ongoing 
conversation by those who bring us up. (1989:35) 
In Taylor's account, the "language community" that helps to define 
an individual is understood intra- culturally. It is exemplified by the 
immediate social unit of the family ( "those who bring us up ") and 
later, by the circle of participants in other "conversations" that are 
accessible within the same culture (pp.35 -6). My focus is on the 
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individual's "language community" in the sense of the cultural group 
identified with his or her native language, in potential contrast to 
another (i.e. a foreign) language. In the case of immigrant and ethnic 
children, whose native language is not the dominant one, their 
uprooted family very much converges with their first "language 
community" in this sense. 
For Taylor, the self is brought into what he calls "an ongoing 
conversation" (1989:35) by birth. My interest is in what happens to 
a person for whom this native conversation (afforded by the mother 
tongue) is suddenly interrupted, even as he or she is being formed 
by it, in the way that it arguably is for an immigrant forced to enter 
a new speech community. People who move from one natural 
language into another are likely to undergo significant Iosses to their 
existing selves. In individual chapters I investigate what kind of 
evidence of such an interruption these (broadly) autobiographical 
texts present12. 
I-2 In looking for places where the issue of loss of self in translation 
is explored, I found that it was pre -eminently in personal, literary 
texts, whether autobiographies, poetry, novels, or autobiographical 
essays (by writers and literary scholars such as Alice Kaplan 1994, 
Tzvetan Todorov 1985, Marianne Hirsch 1994, Sneja Gunew 1991, 
Rosario Ferré 1995). This suggests that writing which is at once 
literary and personal provides a better forum for the exploration of 
the self between languages, than philosophy or theory. The 
theoretical work that informs the thesis is mostly the work of 
anthropologists and linguists who experienced linguistic and cultural 
relativity at first hand, or who were themselves language migrants - 
such as American linguist Edward Sapir, who emigrated as a young 
child from Germany. I use `autobiographical' loosely, to cover a range 
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of cases which are partly fictional. I am more interested here in the 
experience of loss of self between languages than in the generic 
boundaries of autobiography. 
Chapter One Language and Self in Cross -Cultural 
Autobiography: Eva Hoffman's Lost in Translation' 
1. Introduction 
The scale of the problem of emigrating into a new linguistic 
environment is suggested with particular subtlety and force by 
the title of Polish- Canadian2 author Eva Hoffman's autobiography: 
Lost in Translation: A Life in a New Language (1989). The second 
half of the title answers the question implicitly posed by the first 
half: it is the immigrant's whole life before emigration that is 
imagined as "lost in translation ". "Lost" refers likewise to the 
author herself, who is at once lost as in a reverie, in the activity of 
translating from Polish into English cultural perspectives - and, 
more poignantly, in danger of losing her very self in the course of 
the translation. 
I A version of this chapter has appeared (in slightly different 
form) in Canadian Slavonic Papers XL (3 -4) (September -December 
1998):327 -344. 
2 In this chapter Eva Hoffman is referred to as a Polish- Canadian 
author because her original emigration from Poland was to 
Canada. When contrasting the cultures that Hoffman defines 
herself by, I refer to her `Polish' and 'Anglo' senses of self; the 
second term covers the shared 'Anglo' component of 'Anglo- 
Canadian' and 'Anglo- American' cultures and is not meant as an 
exhaustive description of either culture. Once in the world of 
English, Hoffman's `narrated' self (as opposed to the narrating 
author) is termed either "Canadian" or "American" depending on 
where the autobiographer locates it (eg. "I am a Jew [...] half -Pole, 
half- American" [198]). Eva Hoffman's ethnic - and continuous - 
identity is Jewish. 
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In a lecture of 1934 which has been posthumously entitled The 
Difficulty of Delimiting a Boundary Between Personality and 
Culture ", the linguist and pioneer of cultural psychology, Edward 
Sapir, himself a child immigrant, has written: 
[The attitude comprised in the individual's nuclear 
personality has an analogue in a cultural attitude, or 
what we might call] cultural loyalties - loyalties imbibed 
from your own culture which make you a little 
insensitive to the meanings in different cultures. You are 
obtuse to meanings that are not welcome, that do not fit 
into the old scheme of things. [...] [Consider what happens 
to a person upon] entering a new cultural environment. 
The essential invariance of personality makes one alive 
and sensitive to some things and obtuse to others, 
[depending upon how the] new environment [matches up 
with] pivotal points from the old. [Your] awareness of 
certain things in a new cultural [setting] is a test of the 
old one, [a test of what the old one's pivotal points in fact 
were.]. (1993:175 -76) 
Sapir's definition of culture as what makes its bearers obtuse to 
the systems of understanding prevailing elsewhere is both 
relative and negative, not unlike de Saussure's classic definition of 
meaning in terms of valeur, the relations which obtain between 
linguistic signs. Seen from within, a culture is infinitely more than 
what makes it unintelligible to outsiders. Similarly, the notion of 
the invariance of personality now seems to smack of an archaic 
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essentialism. On both counts, however, taken as mutually 
inclusive by Sapir, his formulation coincides revealingly with a 
recurrent theme in immigrant and ethnic autobiographical 
narratives. This could be summed up as the sensation of 
"switching personalities" across the cultures and languages of 
their experience, in the words of Japanese- American 
autóbiographer, Monica Sone (1953 :22). In this chapter 1 will be 
discussing how Eva Hoffman's autobiography bears out Sapir's 
intuition, while rendering his terms both more dynamic and more 
personal through the medium of her metaphor of self -translation. 
As later chapters will demonstrate, Lost in Translation can help 
illuminate the condition of bilingual and bicultural authors 
ranging from Vladimir Nabokov to Kazuo Ishiguro. 
In his book Dickens and Romantic Psychology: The Self in Time in 
Nineteenth - Century Literature (1987), Dirk den Hartog argues for 
the presence of an underlying, informing dialectic in the work of 
Dickens and other nineteenth -century writers. This dialectic 
represents the clash of two Romantic traditions, drawn under the 
encompassing terms "Wordsworthian" and "Byronic ". What Hartog 
calls the Wordsworthian tradition is in essence one of allegiance 
to one's memories of childhood, as to a potential source of 
stability and integrity for the self. The "Byronic" tradition is 
committed to an expansive, revolutionary energy which, in 
breaking with the established order (and therefore also with one's 
personal past), liberates the self. 
Hartog, following Marshall Berman in All That is Solid Melts into 
Air (1983), sees an ambiguity born of these conflicting traditions 
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as the defining characteristic of modernity. Without necessarily 
accepting these authors' emphasis on the centrality of such a 
dialectic to contemporary Western culture, one could see how the 
expatriate condition might confront a person in an extreme way 
with broadly analogous alternatives. As Salman Rushdie 
(1991:12) has written, while it is self -evidently "part of our 
common humanity" that "the past is a country from which we 
have emigrated ", "the writer who is out of country and even out 
of language may experience this loss in an intensified form ". 
Eva Hoffman's Lost in Translation3 reflects on immigrant 
experience explicitly in terms of a movement back and forth 
between two possible selves, associated with two distinct cultural 
and linguistic life -models. Embracing the model of the adopted 
country for Hoffman means following a forward and outward 
personal trajectory, albeit one flung over a "dizzying emptiness" 
(138). Retaining the original sense of self intact is seen as 
implying (in temporal terms) an essentially backward and inward 
curve, as when the author writes: "[n]ostalgia [...] directs my vision 
inward [my italics]" (115). 
Eva4 Hoffman emigrated to Vancouver with her parents from the 
old Polish city of Cracow in 1959, when she was thirteen. Her 
3 Lost in Translation will be cited in the rest of the chapter as LT. 
Works providing the main focus in subsequent chapters will be 
similarly abbreviated in citation. 
4 Henceforward the author /narrator will be referred to as 
"Hoffman ", her childhood `self' in Cracow as "Ewa" (the Polish 
spelling) and her post- migratory 'self' as "Eva ". 
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Polish cultural identity, in its `pure', unthreatened forms coeval 
with her childhood and early adolescence, makes an archetypally 
5 In her moving autobiographical essay "Pictures of a Displaced 
Girlhood" (1994) which begins with an appreciation of LT that is 
part tribute, part criticism, Rumanian -born, Jewish American 
critic Marianne Hirsch raises some important doubts with regard 
to Hoffman's description of her childhood in Poland as "not yet 
divided" (LT 74). Hirsch finds Hoffman's evocation of a 
homogeneous national culture in postwar Poland both 
implausible, and, from a post -modern perspective that 
emphasizes "displacement ", suspect. Moreover, in virtue of the 
proximity that she sees between her own life and Hoffman's, 
Hirsch is compelled to protest Hoffman's "nostalgically Edenic 
representation of Poland" as one that obscures Poland's 
significance as the site of their people's mass destruction: 
"Thinking about my own experience, I want her to see that in 
Poland, as a child, she was already divided" (77). Finally, she 
speaks of Hoffman's "desperate desire to displace the relativity, 
the fracturing, the double- consciousness of immigrant experience" 
(77). I cannot do justice here to the complexity of Hirsch's 
argument, but I think it calls for at least a brief response on three 
points. Firstly, Hoffman's declaration about childhood's non - 
dividedness should be read not as an absolute or descriptive 
statement but as an experiential one, relative to her own life "in" 
the Polish language. As Marianne Hirsch herself points out (78), 
Hoffman lived before emigration in the same, Polish -speaking 
city, whereas Hirsch as a child moved from one multilingual 
centre to another (from Timisoara to Bucharest and Vienna). Thus, 
neither author can propose an exact template for the other's 
linguistic and cultural transformations. Secondly, throughout LT 
Hoffman honours each of two immigrant impulses: to keep faith 
with the old cultural self and to embark on the new. Far from 
rejecting the "relativity, [...] the double- consciousness" of 
immigrant life, she embraces it, as I hope to show in this chapter. 
Finally, Hirsch's sense, shared by Mark Krupnick (1993 :458), that 
Hoffman "deni[es]" (77) the fact that her parents' horrific war- 
time experiences took place in the very country she recalls with 
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Wordsworthian claim on her, in Hartog's terms. Acquiring a 
Canadian and subsequently an American identity, which she must 
do if she is to function as an adult in either of these new 
countries, to some extent requires that readiness to cut herself 
free of roots which Hartog identifies as 'Byronic" - an act which, 
for Hoffman, could never be without cost. The relationship 
between her Polish- speaking and Anglophone selves is not always 
predicated on a dialectical model of conflict, however. Towards 
the end of her narrative, Hoffman suggests ways in which these 
selves, often so rawly at odds, have proven mutually supportive, 
each providing a medium and a structure in which the other 
might speak for the whole person. Her autobiography is a theatre 
for their continuing dialogue. 
The metaphor of voice is important in LT, since one of Hoffman's 
central concerns is the question of the relationship between 
language and the self. At various points in the narrative she 
dramatizes the interaction of her interrupted Polish and nascent 
affection, is, I believe, based in part on a misunderstanding. 
Hirsch assumes that Cracow was the scene of the death of 
Hoffman's relatives: "What repressions are behind the feeling that 
Cracow is both home and the universe when only a few years 
before all of her parents' relatives had died there [...]? What does 
it take for Hoffman to consider this place paradise ?" In fact, as LT 
attests, Hoffman's parents' relatives perished at the hands of the 
Nazis not in Cracow but in the area of Lvov, the town near their 
shtetl- birthplace Zalosce; Cracow was the safe post -war 
destination to which her parents fled from Lvov upon its 
annexation by the Soviet army. For these reasons the city could 
not have had the associations for the Wydra family which Hirsch 
ascribes to it. For Hoffman personally, then, the Holocaust was not 
bound up with Cracow. 
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'Anglo' identities as a conversation. Being intimately familiar to 
one another, these inner interlocutors anticipate and try to pre- 
empt each other's utterances in an alternate battle to subdue, and 
struggle to understand, the other: 
If you had stayed there...you would be going to the 
movies with Zbyszek...with whom would you go out here? 
One of these churlish boys who play spin the bottle? 
You've become more serious than you used to be. 
What jokes are your friends in Cracow exchanging? 
[...] you prefer her, the Cracow Ewa. 
Yes, I prefer her. But I can't be her. I'm losing track of 
her [...] 
But she's more real, anyway. 
Yes, she's the real one. (120) 
As this brief passage indicates, even the separated voices of "the 
Cracow Ewa" and the Vancouver Eva are not altogether certain 
which is which. The Polish voice addresses the English as "you" 
( "your friends in Cracow "), but in a somewhat schizophrenic vein, 
the same Polish voice talks about itself as "she ", "she's more real ", 
a change of grammatical person to which the English voice 
ruefully acquiesces: "Yes, she's the real one ". The way in which 
the phenomenon of voice presupposes the interrelatedness of self 
and language, lends itself to Hoffman's use of metaphorical voices 
for conflicting selves, or for different cultural holds on the self. 
One of the main reasons why her Polish voice can claim a greater 
"reality" than the English one - "she's more real" - is that it speaks 
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in her native language. In a later dialogue between the two 
`selves', the English voice sulkily resists the primacy of the 
mother tongue, only to re- affirm it: "You don't necessarily know 
the truth about me just because you speak in that language. Just 
because you seem to come from deeper within" (199). Polish is 
the "interior language" through whose "interior images" Ewa first 
learnt to "assimilate the external world ", to "take it in, love it, 
make it [her] own" (108). This formulation resonates uncannily 
with a phrase in a little known essay by the German Romantic 
thinker, Johann Gottfried Herder, commonly acknowledged as the 
father of the theory of linguistic relativity, which declares: "Our 
native language impressed itself upon us first, in our tenderest 
years, as by means of words we gathered the world of concepts 
and images into our soul" (quoted in Morton [1989:103]). 
Hoffman's most striking contribution to the debate over the 
relationship between the self and language is her insistence that 
any language implies a cultural universe, whose contours remain 
invisible as long as they are shared but which become 
unmistakable upon collision with another such world, another 
language. She gives eloquent expression to this conviction in a 
remembered argument with fellow students at an American 
university: 
Surely, [ "my friends" assume,] inside our heads and souls 
things are [...] universal, the ocean of reality one and 
indivisible. No, I shout in every one of our arguments, no! 
There's a world out there; there are worlds. There are 
shapes of sensibility incommensurate with each other, 
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topographies of experience one cannot guess from within 
one's own limited experience. (205) 
The primary metaphor the autobiography offers for the process 
by which Hoffman's dual identity comes about is translation 
rather than (Bakhtinian) dialogue, although the metaphors are 
related. The title Lost in Translation presents Hoffman as engaged 
in a double effort of translation: firstly of herself from Polish into 
English, and then of of the reality of her English- speaking peers 
into the Polish reality she first internalized. This figure of ongoing 
two -way translation ingeniously characterizes her immigrant life 
as she looks back on it, and the act of writing it, as she conceives 
it. 
LT is made up of three parts, "Paradise ", "Exile" and "The New 
World ", each presented as corresponding loosely to life in a 
different country: Poland, Canada and the United States 
respectively. Rather than maintaining an impression of 
chronology, however, 
musical composition, 
fact that music was 
before writing. 
the structure is thematic, in the manner of a 
a quality which seems in keeping with the 
Eva Hoffman's first talent and inclination, 
The "paradise" of the first part summons the author's childhood in 
Cracow, the ancient capital of Poland, in her parents' "lumpen 
apartment" - on the face of it an unlikely Eden. Hoffman's parents, 
among the sole survivors of the Holocaust in their families, were 
Jewish members of the Polish intelligentsia who decided to leave 
Poland when the ban on the emigration of Jews was eased after 
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1956. Part I can be characterized as a response to two commands 
voiced at its beginning and end: "Remember this ", the adult 
narrator recalls telling herself as a little girl, when she first 
became aware that time was forever escaping her, "when you're 
grown up [...] you'll remember how you told yourself to 
remember" (17). With a more concrete loss in mind, she 
impressed upon her younger sister as they were leaving Poland: 
"Look, remember. You may never see this again" (88). The second 
part of LT is governed by the theme of exile indicated in its title. 
While it more or less coincides with a remembered adolescence in 
Vancouver, this part traces a looser time - straying into the last 
section's province of adulthood - in which "Eva ", as Ewa is 
abruptly christened at school6, is preoccupied with the wound 
inflicted on her by emigration. In the same way, while the final 
section broadly evokes Hoffman's student years and her career as 
an editor and writer in the United States, it is concerned 
thematically with her growing readiness to engage with the 
reality of her `host' language and culture. This evolution is 
presented as uneven, subject to mutinies by her beckoning Polish 
self, which warns: "`I'll never Ieave you quite alone - (231), but by 
6 Hoffman describes her own and her sister's Polish names (Ewa 
and Alina) as hitherto unquestioned extensions of themselves: 
"[They] didn't refer to us, they were as surely us as our eyes or 
hands "(105). The as yet unpronounceable English names they 
receive at school in Canada ( "Eva" and "Elaine ") are mere 
"identification tags" which estrange them from themselves. See 
Jerzy Durczak's (1992:27) and William Profriedt's (1991:130) 
fuller discussions of this passage. See also Marianne Hirsch's 
(1994:88) interesting parallel account of her own multiple 
transitions between German, Rumanian, French and American 
versions of her name (Marianne, Marianna, Mary Anne etc.). 
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the end of it Hoffman can affirm: "there's something I know in 
English too" (273). 
While Hoffman's terms for her oscillation between homesickness 
and desire for acculturation correlate closely with those of 
Hartog's post -Romantic dialectic, his schema is complicated in her 
case by the fact that each tendency is associated with a different 
culture. A blend of the two Romanticisms, weighted towards the 
one that Hartog calls "Wordsworthian ", seems to form a crucial, 
mainstream part of the culture from which Ewa emigrates. The 
one into which she immigrates seems significantly more 
hospitable to the "Byronic" impulse to move beyond one's roots 
into a wholly self- created identity. In Beyond Ethnicity: Consent 
and Descent in American Culture, Werner Sollors (1986:4) quotes 
from several early modern characterizations of an emergent 
American tradition which claim that its most salient feature is its 
very rejection of tradition (or "descent ") as a foundation on which 
to establish one's identity (the source of one's "legitimacy and 
privilege "). Instead, the fledgling culture is said to favour the self - 
made, freely chosen identity (a matter of individual "consent "). 
Sollars argues persuasively that this self -perception forms a 
persistent element in the dynamics of contemporary American 
culture, one in tension with the "descent" element consolidated by 
generations of immigrants. 
A passage in "Paradise" which argues passionately for the value 
and validity of childhood attachment to place, bears an uncanny 
resemblance to a particularly Wordsworthian reflection in George 
54 
Eliot's Mill on the Floss which Hartog singles out for attention. 
Eliot writes: 
There is no sense of ease like the ease we felt in those 
scenes where we were born, where objects became dear to 
us before we had known the labour of choice [cf.Prelude, 
XII, 188...'I felt, observed, and pondered; did not judge'], 
and where the outer world seemed only an extension of 
our own personality: we accepted it and Ioved it as we 
accepted our own sense of existence and our own limbs. 
Very commonplace, even ugly, that furniture of our early 
home might look if it were put up for auction; an 
improved taste in upholstery scorns it; and is not the 
striving after something better...in our surroundings the 
grand characteristic that distinguishes man from the 
brute...? But heaven knows where that striving might lead 
us, if our affections had not a trick of twining around 
those old inferior things - if the loves and sanctities of our 
life had no deep immovable roots in memory. (cited in 
Hartog 1987 :20, reference to Wordsworth in Hartog) 
Hartog rightly points out the somewhat too complacently 
conservative tendencies of this passage, which dismisses the 
counter -tow of an exploratory energy by equating it with merely 
materialistic aims ( "an improved taste in upholstery "). Hoffman's 
defense of childhood attachments is subtly attuned to the value 
represented by the need to leave childhood behind, all the more 
so since in becoming an American adult this is in one sense what 
she herself has had to do. But her manifesto on behalf of love for 
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one's birthplace offers interesting points of comparison with 
Eliot's. The resemblances may partly he explained by the fact of 
Hoffman's having majored in English Iiterature at university; the 
kinds of considerations preoccupying post -Romantic writers in 
English have naturally been written into her working language. 
However, it is precisely the Americanness of the insistence on 
childhood's irrelevance to one's adult self (despite the popular 
preoccupation with Freud which she later 
suggested Polishness of love for the place of 
Hoffman is drawing attention: 
addresses), and the 
one's origin, to which 
How absurd our childish attachments are, how small and 
without significance. Why did that one, particular, willow 
tree arouse in me a sense of beauty almost too acute for 
pleasure, why did I want to throw myself on the grassy 
hill with an upwelling of joy that seemed overwhelming, 
oceanic, absolute? Because they were the first things, the 
incomparable things, the only things [...]. The country of 
my childhood lives in me with a primacy that is a form of 
love [...] despite my knowledge of our marginality, and its 
primitive, unpretty emotions [...]. All it has given me is 
the world, but that is enough. It has fed me language, 
perceptions, sounds, the human kind...the colours and 
furrows of reality, my first loves. The absoluteness of 
those loves can never be recaptured: no geometry of the 
landscape [...] will live in us as intensely as the Iandscapes 
that we saw as the first [...]. Later, of course, we learn 
how to be more parsimonious [...] to be less indiscriminate 
and foolish in our enthusiasms. But if we're not to risk 
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falling into that other absurd, in which we come unpeeled 
from [...] the world, and [...all its objects] seem equally 
two- dimensional and stale, we must somehow preserve 
the memory and the possibility of our childhood 
affections. (74 -5) 
After the initial disclaimer "How absurd... ", the rhythm of this 
passage is very close to Eliot's, moving from an affirmation of 
childhood attachments ( "dear" "objects" in Eliot, "first loves" in 
Hoffman) to an ironic articulation of the estranged adult's re- and 
de- valuing of them, to a re- affirmation of their worth. 
Particularly striking is the similarity between Eliot's (and 
Wordsworth's) intuition that the first scenes are dear because 
unchosen and unquestioned, and Hoffman's incantatory phrase, 
"because they were the first things, the incomparable things, the 
only things ". 
In Hoffman's evaluation, however, when she speaks of those 
affections as "indiscriminate and foolish ", the "we" is paradoxically 
both more in earnest and more ironic than the more 
straightforwardly exhortatory "we" of Eliot, holding the adult to 
task for regarding his origins with "scorn ". On the one hand, the 
didactic tone is not really open to Hoffman. Elsewhere she 
describes how, after furious cross -cultural debates with friends, it 
occurs to her that her suspiciousness is "the undignified, blinding 
suspiciousness of an outsider" (208). On the other hand, she 
knows that she has to some extent assimilated the very response 
to the love of her birthplace which she is here challenging. The 
anomie she describes as a state of coming " unpeeled" from the 
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world is not a risk she sagely warns against so much as a part of 
her own experience, as she reveals later in her account of 
undergoing psychoanalytic treatment for "the American disease ". 
Moreover as an immigrant Hoffman is especially aware of how 
vulnerable to comparison those "incomparable things" are, how 
"primitive and unpretty" some of the emotions of patriotism must 
seem to her readers, and have inevitably come to seem to herself. 
Some things have not withstood the comparison. Encounters with 
anti -Semitism, and the ubiquitous presence of the repressive 
régime threatened her childhood world's "happy, safe enclosures" 
well before her family emigrated, and might have led her to 
emigrate anyway: "Perhaps in another few years [...] the abstract 
issues of a collective identity would have developed an intimate 
Iogic that would have propelled me outward; perhaps" (88). 
In Hoffman's defence of the longing for the place of one's 
childhood, the opening image which recurs at the end of the 
passage is that of a lava -like heat: 
...It's by adhering to the contours of a few childhood 
objects that the substance of ourselves - the molten force 
we're made of - molds and shapes itself. We are not yet 
divided. (74) 
...Insofar as we retain the capacity for attachment, the 
energy of desire that draws us toward the world and 
makes us want to live within it, we're always returning. 
All we have to draw on is that first potent furnace, the 
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uncomparing, ignorant love, the original heat and hunger 
for the forms of the world, for the here and now. (75) 
What is intriguing about this image is its apparent inconsistency 
with the kind of language Hartog associates with the 
Wordworthian impulse. "[M]olten force ", "energy of desire ", 
"potent furnace ", "ignorant love ", "heat and hunger" all seem more 
likely to fall within a Byronic vocabulary. In fact, Hoffman sees 
the longing for the place of 
be interpreted as quietistic 
kind of early retirement 
energy. If anything it 
one's origin not 
and ennervated, 
of the emotions - 
in terms which could 
however lyrical - a 
but as a raging hot 
is the adult's disavowal of childhood 
affection that is seen as leading to an apathetic lack of 
involvement. Hoffman suggests that in order to be fully alive in 
and to the present world, one 
strong, uncritical feeling for it 
has to draw on the reserves of 
one had as a child. While 
assumes that different languages mediate different worlds 
she 
(so 
that the world" is in effect worlds), here she is suggesting that 
"the forms of the world" may nevertheless be made accessible 
again in another, very different "here and now ". 
2. Tgsknota and Polot 
The feeling which could be said to underlie these metaphors of 
molten force is the haunting longing Hoffman sometimes 
translates as nostalgia, sometimes gives us the Polish word for: 
tgsknote. This is the sensation which she remembers overwhelming 
her as she stood on the ship, moving away from the Gdansk port, 
when she and her family were Ieaving Poland: "I am suffering my 
first, severe attack of nostalgia, or t@sknote - a word that adds to 
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nostalgia the tonalities of sadness and longing" (4). It is, 
moreover, a feeling which she recalls experiencing as a young 
child in Poland when she heard the possibly pre- Christian songs 
of the peasants in the mountains where her family spent their 
vacation, and there the longing was "I don't know for what" (20). 
Yet while on these occasions the feeling seems to be the most 
private and indefinable of desires, it also appears to be one of the 
most communicable. It is something Ewa is taught and expected to 
convey by her piano -playing, a feeling listeners can be relied 
upon to recognize, and for which there is a special, resonant word. 
To this extent, tgsknota appears to be at the elusive intersection of 
the personal and the cultural realms, the difficulty of delimiting 
which was defined at the outset in the passage from Sapir. At 
school in Canada and among friends in the United States alike, 
Hoffman feels herself to have been rigorously socialized out of a 
strong attachment to home. By contrast, tgsknota was positively 
encouraged by her education in Cracow, with its strong diet of 
Romantic poetry and music. Tgsknota emerges from the range of 
her references to it as an important cultural concept, while being 
one of her innermost experiences: a "communal meaning ", in 
cultural psychologist Jerome Bruner's terminology (1990:33), or a 
"vital understanding ", in that of anthropologists Dorothy Holland 
and Naomi Quinn (1987:12). 
A further complication to the Wordworthian /Byronic dialectic in 
Hoffman's account, is that her sense of dislocation and 
uprootedness as an immigrant is itself something she shares with 
her highly mobile generation of Americans. It might even be 
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mistaken for a sign of assimilation. Yet it is in her continuing 
tgsknote - a "residual nostalgia [...] for the more stable, less 
strenuous conditions of anchoring, of home" (197), which strikes 
her `Byronic' American friends as "a bit unseemly ", an admission 
to "a shameful weakness" - that her still palpable difference from 
them resides. 
Of the other quality most admired in both writing and playing, 
the Polish polot, loosely translatable as "panache ", Hoffman writes: 
I am picking up notions about flair, and panache, and 
sparks of inspiration - tonalities of character that are the 
true Polish values, and that are encouraged by my peers 
and my school- teachers, not to speak of the Romantic 
poetry we read. There is a romantic undercurrent to 
much of the education I get. What counts in a written 
composition - whether its about our last school excursion 
or a poem by Mickiewicz - is a certain extravagance of 
style and feeling [...] polot - a word that combines the 
meanings of dash, inspiration, and flying [...] [T]hose 
Polish cavalrymen, about whom we hear so often, who 
went out to meet German tanks when the Nazis invaded 
[had polot]. Chopin's A Major Polonaise coming over the 
loudspeakers in the last heroic moments of the Warsaw 
uprising, as bullets and grenades ricocheted through the 
streets - that is a gesture that captures the essence of 
polot. And polot, of course, is absolutely necessary in 
music; without it [...] the flair, [...] the melancholy, [...] the 
wildness that ignite the sounds with fire and tenderness, 
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you can practice all you want, and you won't come 
anywhere near greatness. (71) 
In this passage, Hoffman speaks on behalf of the national culture 
that honours polot, although there is a note of ironic re- appraisal 
in the phrase "the true Polish values ". Elsewhere, less obliquely, 
she positions her Jewish family on the margin of these traditions 
( "No, I'm no patriot, nor was I ever allowed to be" [74]). 
Hoffman's account of the concepts tgsknota and polot suggests that 
in mid -twentieth -century Polish cultural consciousness a 
revolutionary "Byronic" impulse was not deemed incompatible 
with the lyrical "Wordsworthian" appeal of native place. The 
Romantic tradition in music and literature which Hoffman shows 
her child -self eagerly imbibing at school (with a retrospectively 
quizzical touch, "those [...] cavatrymen, about whom we hear so 
often ") was created in the nineteenth century by Polish exiles, 
pre -eminently by the figures she mentions, Chopin and the poet 
Adam Mickiewicz. The country's modern history was marked by a 
collective experience of her own deracination, with the imperial 
partitions of the late eighteenth century forcing several large - 
scale waves of emigration. Tesknota for the oppressed homeland 
was a feeling that helped to define the emerging national culture, 
and it went hand in hand with visions of a líberatíon of Poland. 
Hoffman telescopes the two suppressed national insurrections 
under the Russian partition into her reference to the Warsaw 
uprising, enacted to the strains of the Polonaise typically 
associated with the earlier uprisings. It is not surprising then, that 
the attributes Ewa was urged to capture in her musical 
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performances should interweave without any apparent sense of 
contradiction the values which Hartog's dialectic conceives of as 
necessarily in opposition: the melancholy [and...] the wildness 
that ignite the sounds with fire and tenderness..." (LT 71). 
3. "A Living Avatar of Structuralist Wisdom" 
The beginning of Eva's "life in a new language" is, as the adult 
narrator reinterprets it, the throwing into doubt of the capacity of 
Polish words to render reality absolutely. The Polish word for 
"river "7 was, she remembers, a "vital sound, energized with the 
essence of riverhood, [...] of my being immersed in rivers "; the 
English "river" seems "cold" by comparison, "a word without an 
aura" (106). In entering English, Eva's problem, at least in the 
language of Hoffman's present consciousness, is that "the signifier 
has become severed from the signified" (106). English words do 
not "stand for things in the same unquestioned way" as Polish 
words did. The knowledge that "words are just themselves" which 
is forced on Ewa by immigration, according to Hoffman makes her 
a premature "living avatar of structuralist wisdom" - predisposed 
to be receptive to the structuralist ideas she later encountered at 
university: 
This radical disjoining between word and thing [...] 
drain[s] the world not only of significance but of its 
colors, striations, nuances - its very existence. It is the 
loss of a living connection. (107) 
7 This is rzeka, although Hoffman does not cite it. 
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The suggestion here that the normal and desirable state of being 
is one in which language is believed to mediate reality absolutely 
implies that such a belief is more than merely comforting. Insofar 
as it provides a "living connection" with the world, the belief must 
to some extent be necessary for psychological survival, however 
cogent Saussure's insight into its contingency. If there is a 
sceptical note inscribed in Hoffman's use of structuralist 
keywords here, it is developed more fully in a later part of the 
book. 
The sudden, unwelcome awareness of the relativity of meanings, 
especially of core cultural meanings like tgsknota, has a deeply 
disorienting effect on thirteen -year -old Ewa. Hoffman describes 
the experience in retrospect as a kind of spiritual dizziness, a 
"thinness" in the head. She relates her attempts as an immigrant 
adolescent (attempts based on a chance reading of Zen) to take 
advantage of this thinness by seeing in it a liberating detachment 
from the sordid, mundane realities that other people were 
immersed in. Underneath this assumed serenity, naturally 
enough, was a "cauldron" of seething, barely contained "loves and 
hates ", a raging at the loss of her earlier Polish normality. In the 
light of inescapable comparison with English, that sense of 
normality was exposed as an illusion maintained by the Polish 
language itself. 
While in one sense for the author words really are only 
"themselves" - i.e. language -specific tokens - in another, she 
argues, they must be trusted to appropriate the world, to render a 
reality. The Polish ties straining against the acquired American 
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ones hurt, and this pain seems evidence (contra relativistic 
structuralist claims) that the alternate meanings, however 
relative, really do signify: 
The fissures sometimes cause me pain, but in a way, 
they're how I know that I'm alive. Suffering and conflict 
are the best proof that there's something like a psyche, a 
soul; or else, what is it that suffers? (273) 
In his critique of Saussure's theory of the sign, Emile Benveniste 
draws a distinction implied here by Hoffman's tone of appeal, 
when he opposes the perspective of the linguist to that of the 
speaker of a language: 
For the speaker there is a complete equivalence between 
language and reality. The sign overlies and commands 
reality; even better, it is that reality[...]. [T]he point of 
view of the speaker and of the linguist are so different in 
this regard that the assertion of the linguist as to the 
arbitrariness of designations does not refute the contrary 
feeling of the speaker. (1971:46) 
Benveniste suggests that Saussure's perception is a pseudo - 
problem psychologically. Hoffman in fact combines the two points 
of view in her interpretation of her experience. The sense of the 
contingency of one's own language is a significant psychological 
possibility, on her account; a bilingual immigrant, especially one 
severed at an early age from his or her native language and its 
conceptual environment, can feel the force of it. But it may 
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threaten sanity; at least in the short term, the adolescent 
immigrant, still wavering between identities, is obliged to identify 
more fully with one of the two languages. 
The inevitable pull the further one enters the `host' culture is 
towards the second language, although this need not imply a neat 
resolution of the conflict. In his recent, thoughtful and evocative 
memoir The Factory of Facts, bilingual author Luc Sante (1998:32) 
recounts how in adolescence he settled for an uneasy entente 
between his two languages and cultures, Belgian French and 
American English, until French was displaced by English as the 
language of his "internal monologue" in his late teens. 
Ultimately, the near -paradoxical state Eva Hoffman sees herself 
and other immigrants as subsisting in, and which she finally 
embraces, is that of someone aware of the relativity of the 
languages in which they live yet open to the possibility that each 
language may render fully and in some sense absolutely, a 
particular, unrepeatable world. 
4. English and Polish: Languages of the Self 
When Eva receives a diary from a Canadian friend, she is 
immediately faced with the problem of which language to write 
in. Polish would seem proper to the recording of immediate 
experiences, but since it has begun to atrophy through lack of use, 
and since those experiences themselves are as yet 
"untranslatable" (120) into Polish, they will have to go 
unrecorded. In a related way, after meeting some Canadian 
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acquaintances of her parents Eva is at a loss for words with which 
to describe them to herself: Are [they...] pleasant or dull? Kindly 
or silly ?" (108). These people's very reality, and therefore her 
own in relation to them, seems suspended, incomplete, until she 
can name them. The difficulty in doing so, Hoffman suggests, 
arises because there is no category of judgment in Polish 
equivalent with "kindly "; from a Polish cultural perspective the 
word sounds as if it ought to be ironic. It requires a Ieap out of 
that expectation to use "kindly" in English with unstinting 
approbation, as she hears fellow Canadians do. English words, as 
Hoffman puts it, as yet "don't hook onto anything" (108). 
For Eva, the author muses in retrospect, writing her newly 
acquired diary in Polish would now be like choosing "Latin or 
ancient Greek" (120). English is the language of school, of her 
public self, and is therefore distant from her in a different sense. 
Polish is at once her personal vernacular, and thus closer, and the 
language of a faraway land, a kind of vanished civilization of the 
self, a currency as valid in Vancouver as a Roman coin. This 
changed dimension of Polish is accentuated by a vignette from the 
Vancouver classroom in which Eva shows Poland on the map to 
her classmates, and is rewarded with the question, "Is Poland a 
part of Russia ?" (132). The last lines of a poem by the Polish 
émigré writer Czeslaw Mitosz (1980:15), "The Fall ", comparing the 
death of a man to the end of a nation, can also be read as a 
powerful meditation, akin to Hoffman's thinking, on the fate of 
the immigrant's inner language: 
Its land once bringing harvest is overgrown with thistles, 
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Its mission forgotten, its language lost, 
The dialect of a village high upon inaccessible mountains . 
Hoffman and Mi .tosz might be paraphrased as saying, what has 
been a rich medium of cultural expression dwindles for the 
immigrant to an incommunicable idiolect. 
In the end, Eva writes her journal in English. The result, however, 
is not intimate forth -pourings of daily experiences, but more or 
less abstract reflections, which Hoffman ironically but not 
unaffectionately remembers as "Thoughts ". This gives her at least 
a written self, a foothold in the new language, when the spoken 
self is still unsteady and, she fears, made ridiculous by its accent. 
But it is a curiously disembodied and distant identity, at the 
double remove of both English and writing. She can only lay claim 
to it by addressing it in writing as "you ", unable to identify it as 
"I ", rather as Maxine Hong Kingston in The Woman Warrior 
(1976) baulks when faced at school by the bold, stripped -down 
upper case English "I" instead of the more intricate and multiple 
Chinese ideograph. In Touching the World (1992), Paul John Eakin 
emphasizes the role of speech and silence in "cross -cultural lives ", 
and in this context quotes Kingston's account of her failure to 
appropriate the first person of the new language. As he points 
out, 
While any autobiography [...] is necessarily based on tacit 
assumptions about the relation between language and 
identity, the special circumstances of ethnic 
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autobiography tend to make these assumptions explicit 
as felt experience. (117 -18) 
In another passage, Hoffman recounts the dismal experience of 
hearing a joke she translated verbatim from Polish fall 
resoundingly flat when she tried it on some fellow teenagers at a 
Canadian drive -in. She likens the act of telling a joke to a 
"linguistic pirouette ", a performance in which the self is 
precariously on show8. Like the "I" on the page which she cannot 
make her own, her failure to carry off this performance in English 
in front of her peers forces her into a false persona like a "clumsy 
and overblown astronaut suit" (119). 
Given the distant, consciously mediated self -in- English of her 
diary, which, as Hoffman presents it, moves more confidently in 
the abstract element of ideas than in the more immediate aura of 
felt experience, her success in her structuralist and New Critical 
studies at university comes as no surprise. Hoffman describes her 
student -self with characteristic wit. In her essays, Eva would 
single out the pure symbolic constructions which people the 
American novels she had to examine ( "symbols clashing on the 
pages "), and identify American archetypes toning it in "seedy 
rooms ", or "grimly questing" out on the frontier. She would pursue 
conflicting motifs bearing the "honorific status of [...] 'paradox'" 
entirely out of any historical or cultural context, and 
inadvertently draw on the good fortune of knowing next to 
nothing about the world to which the literature referred. "Luckily 
8I borrow this phrase from Peter Steele's The Autobiographical 
Passion: Studies in the Self on Show (1989). 
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for me there is no world outside the text; luckily, for I know so 
little of [it]" (182). 
Eva's alienness is advantageous, since New Criticism is a criticism 
of "aliens in the country ' of literature ", prizing not the 
"sympathetic" but the "critical" faculties. As Hoffman dramatizes 
the process of gradually feeling her way into the texture of 
written English, of acquainting herself with its manifold worlds 
and historical moments, it is not until graduate school, on a 
morning spent preparing a seminar for freshmen on T.S. Eliot's 
"The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock ", that she begins to catch the 
strains of the language as music, as language was, she feels, in her 
childhood. Now, however, she hears the poet's modulations with 
the added advantage of complex layers of meaning, the "sonorities 
of felt, sensuous thought" (186). 
5. Immigrant Irony 
Despite her gradual acclimatization in it, Hoffman's use of English 
nevertheless still shows a certain detachment, both a playfulness 
and a cool speculative irony (what she herself, referring to 
student exercises, calls "the oblique angle of my estrangement" 
[183]), in the way she seems to handle and appraise certain key 
phrases of her intellectual milieu as she employs them. Some 
typical examples include: "this impersonal self, this cultural 
negative capability, becomes the truest thing about me" (121, my 
italics); "that spontaneous inner flow_..my nighttime talk with 
myself, my way of informing the ego where the id had been" 
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(107); "a culture that splinters, fragments and re -forms itself as if 
it were a jigsaw puzzle dancing in a quantum space" (164). 
It sometimes seems as though Hoffman's vocabulary were a set of 
objets d'art ranged behind glass doors in a cabinet, each gleaming 
in its appointed place, where she can easily survey and select it. 
This quality, which could be called "immigrant irony ", is 
something the Hungarian -born Australian writer Andrew Riemer 
comments on incisively - and exhibits - in his own cross -cultural 
autobiography, Inside Outside (1992): 
For us [people obliged to practise a learnt language] [...] 
that language, despite the confidence with which we 
exploit its forms and possibilities, remains external, or 
merely cerebral, consistently delighting us with its 
suppleness, the surprising transformations it 
undergoing, but rarely, if ever, becoming 
in a way that only experiences 
early childhood may become 
provisional, I am 
relationship with 
celebrated writers 
is capable of 
fuIIy personal 
acquired from the time of 
deeply personal. This 
say almost flirtatious, 
distinguishes several 
English was a learnt 
tempted to 
language 
for whom 
language - Conrad, Nabokov, [...] Tom Stoppard [...]. People 
like us find it difficult to write `straight'; our attitude to 
Ianguage, no matter how adept we may be, must remain 
to a large extent provisional and jesting - it is not ours in 
the most intimate or fundamental sense, even if we have 
no other language to call fully our own. (178 -181) 
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' English for Hoffman is more than "merely cerebral ", as her whole 
autobiography of self -translation into it, testifies. Nonetheless 
Riemer's description has a certain validity even in her case. 
One of the most striking metaphors of her condition Hoffman 
offers us is a geometric one. She likens her existence between two 
languages and two cultural valences to an involuntary 
"triangulation ", the measuring of one space by another: 
A voice, almost unconscious, keeps performing an 
inaudible, perpetual triangulation - that process by which 
ancient Greeks tried to extrapolate, from two points of a 
triangle drawn in 
earth. From my 
Upper West Side 
foreground object 
is upon me; I am 
warmth, but from 
the sand, the moon's distance from the 
removed, abstract promontory, this 
apartment looks as surreal as a large 
in a Magritte painting. Weightlessness 
here, feeling the currents of conflict and 
that other point in the triangle, this is 
just one arbitrary version of reality. The room 
dematerializes slightly. Nothing here has to be the way it 
is [...]. I could be having entirely different conversations. 
Not any specific conversations; the other place in my 
mind no longer has any particularity. Its just an 
awareness that there is another place - another point at 
the base of the triangle, which renders this place relative, 
which locates me within that relativity itself. (170) 
The sense of contingency which assails her lifts, just as 
incongrously as it descended, as she is returning home by taxi. 
She suddenly has a sense that "this ", the city through which she is 
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moving, is the only place after all - suddenly something re- 
confers absolute status on what she earlier glimpsed as relative. 
The upper angle of Hoffman's triangle, like the Greeks' moon, is 
presumably in a kind of suspected but unattainable Platonic 
stratosphere, a "lunar synthesis" in which the way the room 
should look, the way the conversations should proceed, are 
caught. The other point at the triangle's base is no longer as 
concrete a location as Cracow, but is rather a destabilising 
alternative as surreal and uncertain as the place she is in. The self 
of Hoffman's autobiography is trapped between two inter - 
corrosive ironies. 
While Hoffman defends the value of a "living connection" with 
one's childhood world and native tongue, she also addresses the 
way in which unrelenting irony towards one's adopted 'country 
can force one to remain at its margin, causing a peculiar disease of 
inhibition. Riemer sees in irony and a parodic trespassing on the 
learnt language, the immigrant's archetypal condition. For 
Hoffman, however, it is to some extent a question of choice: 
Theodor Adorno [...] once warned his fellow refugees that 
if they lost their alienation, they'd lose their souls. A 
bracingly uncompromising idea of integrity: but I doubt 
that Adorno could have maintained it over a lifetime [...] 
without having a friendly audience [at home] for his 
dialectical satires. The soul can shrivel from an excess of 
critical distance, and if I don't want to remain in arid 
internal exile for the rest of my life, I have to find a way 
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to lose my alienation without losing my self. But how 
does one [...] strike an elastic balance between rigidity 
and self- effacement[;] [...] stop reading the exterior signs 
of a foreign tribe and step into the inwardness, the 
viscera of their meanings? (209) 
The immigrant who attempts to transmute him or herself utterly 
to fit the contours of a new culture suffers, in Hoffman's quote 
from Milan Kundera, from the "unbearable lightness of being" 
(116). In the extreme form of a `Byronic' self- extension and 
absorption of new experience, the original self becomes 
"efface[d] ". The perpetual parodist and ironist, however, is in 
danger of remaining through "rigidity" a foreign body in the life 
of his or her adopted country. 
6. Language and intimacy 
On Hoffman's account, mastering the new language is more than a 
necessary skill in an economic sense: it is a matter of entering a 
whole world constructed according to certain shared 
understandings9. Such understandings are implicit in the routine 
phrases that Eva encounters in Canada and America, in particular, 
"liv[e] [your] own life" (161) - a troubling individualistic dictum 
that counsels her to "extricate" herself from "the mesh of family 
need and love" - and later, "you've got to stay in control" (203). A 
phase of heightened, vocal revolt against her peers at university 
which Hoffman calls "immigrant rage" causes Eva to see with 
9 Cf. earlier citations from Sapir (1994:176) and Bruner (1990:33). 
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unfortunate and alienating clarity, "drawn all over" the individual 
with whom she is arguing, a "grid of general assumptions" (203): 
My American Friends [...] share so many assumptions 
that are quite invisible to them, precisely because they 
are shared. These are assumptions about the most 
fundamental human transactions, subcutaneous beliefs, 
which lie just below the stratum of political opinion or 
overt ideology: about how much "space ", physical or 
psychological, we need to give each other, °about how 
much "control" is desirable, about what is private and 
what is public, [...] about what we're allowed to poke fun 
at and what we have to revere, about how much we need 
to hide in order to reveal ourselves. (210 -11) 
When Eva falls in love with an American, there is an even 
stronger than usual ímpetus to understand and be understood by 
him, and a greater resistance to viewing him as anything other 
than himself, a unique and particular individual. But in Hoffman's 
portrayal of their relationship, language continues to raise a 
barrier between them. They talk at cross -purposes, as when she 
mistakes his reluctance to become involved ( "I'm afraid to hurt 
you ") for an overly ginger approach: "If you hurt me, I'll tell you. 
[...] I'm pretty strong, you know" (188). They are forced to 
"translate" themselves for one another, a joint enterprise that 
itself sparks a "tenderness" between them, but each represents an 
arduous task of deciphering. The sense of strangeness that 
persists is, Hoffman feels sure, something other than the 
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recognition of another's "ineradicable separateness ". Ultimately, 
they do not share a common language: 
It is, ironically, in the smallest, quietest phrases, when 
we're nearest those soft and vulnerable crevices where 
intimacy is lodged, that my Texan and I know most 
poignantly that we don't speak exactly the same 
language. (190) 
With a certain courage, Hoffman entertains the possibility that 
her later attraction to her husband, from whom she was 
eventually divorced, had a deal to do with his masterful use of 
English, specifically of the idiomatic art of the American "riff ", the 
drawn -out, unpunctuated, yet elaborate story about nothing in 
particular, whose practitioners she admired and envied as a 
student. 
In a later, apparently happier love, intimacy is reached not by 
virtue of an extra -linguistic insight into the other, a 
transcendence of their different languages, but (in part) because 
of a deepening in Eva's English -language sense of self. Her Iover's 
language is now partly her own, his attitudes find a welcome and 
point of recognition among her own. Hoffman speculates: "Perhaps 
you cannot love one person when you don't love the world 
surrounding him, the common sensibility that somehow expresses 
itself in each one of us" (245). A similar thought surfaces in a 
reflection on her friendship with a fellow Jewish but American - 
born woman, Miriam. Hoffman has learnt to "detect" her friend's 
"truths ", to distinguish "what she [really) feels" from among 
76 
"concealments and confessions" (278). She can in turn reveal her 
own truths to Miriam, a listener skilled at "catch[ing]" personal 
"nuances as they fly by" (279). Part of what makes their 
affectionate understanding possible is that Eva has "to some 
extent [...] assimilated the tenor of [Miriam's] mind and the 
accents of her speech ", for "it is only within an intelligible human 
context that a face can become dear, a person known" (278). 
During her adolescence, Hoffman experienced Anglo- Canadian 
culture as positively inimical to the kind of closeness she had 
known with friends in Poland (cf. my introduction, section 6). 
Lingua- cultural differences in affective expression were perhaps 
reinforced for the child by the transformation of her family's 
material surroundings. An immigrant autobiography which offers 
striking parallels with Hoffman's in this regard is The Winter 
Sparrows (1975) by Mary Rose Liverani, who emigrated to 
Australia with her parents from Scotland at the age of thirteen. 
Each of the narratives draws an evocative portrait of the city of 
the author's childhood, Glasgow and Cracow, and conveys how the 
adolescent perceived the foreign city - Wollongong and 
Vancouver - as a suburban desert, where a stifling politeness 
prevailed. Two likely reasons for these similarities are the age at 
which both girls emigrated (old enough to have a deep emotional 
investment in their first home), and the kinds of living conditions 
they both left behind and subsequently met with, each moving 
from a crowded flat among other crowded flats (retrospectively 
symbolic of warmth and involvement) to a suburb of separate 
houses (seeming to signal indifference and self- sufficiency). 
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In "Exile" (Part II), Hoffman sketches the difference between her 
Canadian school friends' wonts and possibilities and the life she 
would have been leading in Cracow, had she remained, in terms of 
the physical and corresponding emotional closeness in Poland, and 
a freedom of movement in Canada which nevertheless "carves out 
a scoop of dizzying emptiness inside" (138). She does this without 
idealizing Cracow: 
In Cracow, I'd have been experiencing my youth by going 
to cellar -cafés and, in the hot intimacy of flushed faces 
and animated conversation, discussing politics and music 
and modern poetry. I'd have suffered from close 
surveillance by vigilantly gossipy friends, and no private 
place to go with my boyfriend, and the frustration that 
comes from daily powerlessness. (138) 
The flushed faces in the café belong to the same friends whose 
gossipy surveillance Ewa could not have escaped had she stayed: 
a discomfort without which she feels altogether odd and at a loss 
in Vancouver. What Hoffman earlier refers to as "the heat of 
human proximity" in her family's apartment was something she 
presents herself as not only taking for granted but actually 
thriving on as a child: "Seeing people so up close, in their intimate, 
unguarded behaviour, is the very stuff of life" (56). 
7. Polish and 'Anglo' cultural narratives 
While Hoffman represents the influence of Polish as a voice which 
continues to resonate in her and to demand translation, practising 
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it so much less often than English takes its toll on her older 
language of the self. She describes the intersection of Polish and 
'Anglo' accounts of her life, cultural "narratives" in Bruner's 
(1990:51) term, as uneven exchanges. A "barely discernible" voice 
whispers "pianissimo" in response to the complicated, pop - 
psychological thought, "I'm learning a lot about intimacy in this 
relationship," the teasingly simple: "I love him, that's all..." (273). 
When Eva attributes a difficult colleague's "territorial tendencies" 
to his underlying "insecurity ", it is a small "imp of the perverse" 10 
which prompts, "Well, simply, he's a bastard "(273). The slightly 
awkward adverb "simply ", which Hoffman uses without comment, 
seems to echo the characteristic usage of the Polish expression p o 
prostu. Despite their potentially subversive character these Polish 
phrases, Hoffman points out, have a "weaker life" than the English 
ones because she is less likely to say them to American friends. 
To translate a language without losing something in the process, 
she insists, would involve "transport[ing] its audience as well" 
(273). 
What she makes clear in her autobiography, however, is that in 
emigrating to the "New World[s]" of Canada and America, this is 
what she herself has inadvertently accomplished: transported a 
Polish audience there in herself. It is this audience which her 
English -speaking friends are obliged to face whenever they 
10 By a telling convergence of thought or perhaps experience, 
Andrew Riemer uses precisely the same metaphor to describe the 
interventions of his native Hungarian into his learnt English: 
"[T]here remains [...] an ineradicable substratum of your `native' 
Ianguage ready to pop up like a malicious imp at the least 
provocation" (1992:85). 
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engage in conversation with her - although increasingly, the 
Polish members of the audience have had to make way for 
interloping Americans. Eva's American friends encounter both 
hostile and welcoming voices in their public, as when an angry 
argument between herself and some fellow- students is diverted 
from its track by a comment from her which is recognizably in 
the same language: 
"Speaking of false consciousness," Don says casually, "did 
you guys see Peterson's article? [...] I mean the guy is 
half man, half book, and who knows which half is 
which..." 
"Well, of course, anyone who thinks that Bulwer- 
Lytton is the greatest writer who ever lived has a lot to 
answer for," I say, and we are off on safer ground... (215) 
The common ground Eva finds herself on with these friends, the 
"larger territory of affection" which assures her of their liking 
"despite the discomfort of [her] opinions ", has partly grown out of 
a body of shared beliefs and agreements which she has gradually 
internalized. The Canadian reality she was deposited in as a child 
immigrant was for so Iong `outside' her because on Ieaving Poland 
she was still "filled to the brim" with what she was "about to lose" 
(4). Canada was only so completely external by virtue of the 
Polish reality concentrated in her. 
It is this movement of internalization, ideally happening by "slow 
increments, sentence by sentence, phrase by phrase" (211) that 
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constitutes the process of self -translation, and it is a movement 
rife with both typically retrogressive and forgetful dangers: 
To remain outside such common agreements is to remain 
outside reality itself - and if I'm not to risk a mild 
cultural schizophrenia, I have to make a shift in the 
innermost ways. I have to translate myself. But if I'm to 
achieve this without becoming assimilated - that is, 
absorbed - by my new world, the translation has to be 
careful, the turns of the psyche unforced. To mouth 
foreign terms without incorporating their meanings is to 
risk becoming bowdlerized. (211) 
The expression "bowdlerized" in this context is characteristic of 
Hoffman's poise between detachment and engagement. While it 
implies that she herself is a "text" (since "bowdlerizing" is a form 
of censorship), it bathes that familiar trope in a delicate irony. 
Perhaps for Hoffman, the self as textual construct represents the 
category of idea which she would rather not "mouth" without 
fully meaning. (The post -structuralist equation of personhood 
with an objectified text should be distinguished from Hoffman's 
own reflexive metaphor of "self -translation ", where the self is 
understood as both struggling agent and elusive object of the 
enterprise.) 
The book's central engagement is with the way in which two 
domains of meaning, each assuming itself to be final, stake out a 
claim on the author which cannot be evaded. This is persuasively 
brought out in Hoffman's recollection of going home to her 
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parents' house as an adult working in a high -profile position on 
the editorial board of The New York Times, and suddenly feeling 
overcome by what she sees as her parents' Polish and Jewish 
fatalism. However inappropriate to her own circumstances she 
feels their pessimism to be, she suspects it will to some extent 
remain with her. Faced with her parents "puzzlement" at her 
justification of her recent divorce, Eva is "shaken in [her] own 
belief as well ", and tries to take refuge in a historical analysis of 
their differences: "My father's fatalism, I explain to myself 
carefully, was perfectly suited to his conditions..." (249). Hoffman 
brings these tensions into dramatic relief by presenting her 
thought that, were some people from work to ring her now, she 
would be almost unable to answer them: 
My professional, self- confident American identity 
recedes like an insubstantial mirage [...] I'm afraid 
somebody from my work life might call me while I'm 
here; if they did, my tone would be all wrong: 
supplicating, intimidated, pleading. (248) 
From the point of view of her colleagues, and usually from her 
own, this trembling, uncertain state of mind would be a spectacle 
of regression. As Hoffman makes clear, the relationship between 
her confident working American voice and her rarely heard, 
rarely exercised Polish one is such that the Polish voice has had to 
be sublimated. In a congenial environment, the Polish spoken by 
her parents, her own Polish voice rises and threatens the 
American. 
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Her parents' speech is, Eastern -European -style, "thick with 
fundamentals" (248). They question her directly about decisions 
which they cannot understand, such as her divorce and her 
resolve to become a freelance writer, instead of engaging in 
"light- hearted banter" or employing "discreet restraint in 
approaching problematic issues" (248). Her voice takes on a 
petulant edge with them: when her mother asks if she has a 
warm enough coat, she answers mentally: "I can buy myself such 
things now, though I still, if you must know, feel as though I've 
gone on an indecent binge when I do" (247). It is petulant 
because she finds herself under the spell of the preserved 
atmosphere of her childhood, but also because some part of her 
continues to entertain disquieting, undermining suspicions that 
her mother and father are right. 
Hoffman affirms that it is in expressions like "emotional 
incompatibility" with which she tries both to answer and to ward 
off her parents' questions about her divorce, that her usually tacit 
sense of Americanness resides. Such concepts imply an ethos alien 
to her parents. Eva's Polishness consists in a sensibility, in some 
ways foreign to her adult self, implied by phrases such as the one 
Hoffman translates as, "Tell me, do you ever regret that you got 
divorced? [my italics]" (247). The Polish for `tell me', powiedz mi, 
is a common expression. In an 'Anglo' cultural context, her 
father's urgent bidding that she `tell' him what she feels sounds 
intrusive; but so much of herself is still embedded in their shared 
Polish that an unhesitatingly critical reaction to what he says 
cannot ring quite true for her. In her account of her visit to her 
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parents, Hoffman is prepared to reveal a vulnerability, even 
confusion in the face of her two languages11 
At the end of LT, Hoffman suggests that the relation of her two 
Ianguages is not only dialectical (as in Dirk den Hartog's post - 
Romantic schema) but involves intricate interdependency. Polish 
and English are "infiltrated, permeated and inflected" by one 
another, and, in a characteristically organic image, each 
"crossbreeds" with the other, "fertilizes it" (273). From neither can 
be gauged a single standard 
judged. 
against which the other might be 
While the Polish phrases have a "roundness" and "surprising 
certainty" with the potential to put the sophisticated American 
summings -up to shame, their appearance of wholeness is 
interspersed for Hoffman with "the divisiveness of adult doubt ". 
The relation between these "childhood truths" and adult 
uncertainties, which in Hoffman's experience are also, 
respectively, distinctively Polish and Anglo- American 
perspectives, is characterized in terms that closely resemble 
Hartog's formulation of the post- Romantic dilemma: the Polish 
voice provides a mooring, depth, the volatile American voice 
induces vertigo, and with it both excitement and exhaustion. But, 
as Hoffman makes clear, neither has an independent footing 
within, both are somehow occupying the same ground. 
t As William Profriedt (1991) points out, Hoffman has also 
"forged those voices into a self that accepts the responsibility for 
the task of making meanings out of her own life" (132). 
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Each is seen to contribute to the speaking out of the other, both in 
her life and in the writing of Lost in Translation. Hoffman 
describes how for her mother, her feelings are the most authentic 
part of her, so that when Eva "full of [...] newly acquired American 
wisdom" recommends "controlling" the painful ones, this strikes 
her mother as simply impossible. She experiences feelings as if 
they were "forces of nature ", tossing her about, racking her. 
Hoffman, by contrast, has learnt to gain some "control "; as she 
puts it earlier, remembering how her mother accuses her of 
becoming "English" (by which, Eva senses, she means cold): 
"Perhaps my mother is right after all [...]. After a while, emotion 
follows action, response grows warmer or cooler according to 
gesture" (147). 
"Control" is something Hoffman needs more than her mother does, 
since she daily has to enter a public, highly individualistic arena, 
where she must appear strong. Nevertheless, her Polish voice has 
the last word on what Hoffman perceives as the American creed 
of control, according to which the feelings which animate much of 
Lost in Translation, especially the aching re sknota for her 
childhood, are deemed indulgent and immature. In a searing 
paradox, control gives rise to its own worst enemy, neurosis: 
If all neurosis is a form of repression, then surely, the 
denial of suffering, and of helplessness, is also a form of 
neurosis. Surely, all our attempts to escape sorrow twist 
themselves into the specific, acrid pain of self - 
suppression. And if that is so, then a culture that insists 
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on cheerfulness and staying in control [...] propagates its 
own kind of pain. (271) 
Thus, Eva's Polish allows her English to speak about the painful 
experiences she has learnt not to talk about, not to burden her 
fellow- Americans with, for fear of undermining both her own 
confidence and theirs. 
Yet, in a striking (if sometimes slightly exalted) piece of writing, 
Hoffman indicates that by the same token, the language of 
therapy she has received, which also goes deep into everyday 
Anglo- American speech, has been able both in analysis and 
implicitly in the writing of her autobiography to mediate the most 
intimate and personal experiences, the primary realm of her 
Polish voice - to do just what Andrew Riemer suspects an 
acquired tongue may never do: 
When I learn to say those smallest, first things in the 
language that has served for detachment and irony and 
abstraction, I begin to see where the languages I've 
spoken have their correspondences - how I can move 
between them without being split by the difference. 
The gap cannot be fully closed, but I begin to trust 
English to speak my childhood self as well, to say what 
has so long been hidden, to touch the tenderest spots. [...] 
[W] hile therapy offers me instruments and the 
vocabulary of self -control, it also becomes, in the long 
run, a route back to that loss which for me is the model 
of all loss, and to that proper sadness of which children 
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are never really afraid; in English, I wind my way back 
to my old, Polish melancholy. When I meet it, I reenter 
myself, fold myself again in my own skin. [...I It is 
possible that when we travel deep enough, we always 
encounter an element of sadness, for full awareness of 
ourselves always includes the knowledge of our own 
ephemerality and the passage of time. [...] It is only that 
knowledge that is large enough to cradle a tenderness for 
everything that is always to be lost - a tenderness for 
each of our moments, for others and for the world. (273- 
4) 
Hoffman draws together here her Polish, Canadian and American 
experiences: the underlying sadness which Polish is ready to 
admit and American English in her view tries to deny is in fact 
both Polish and American, simply human, the awareness of 
transience. When taken far enough into her past, English as the 
language of analysis has proved able to voice Polish, and the 
deepest memories associated with it, after all. While Polish 
thoughts continue to remind Hoffman of a suffering prior to the 
pain inflicted by "control "'s contortions, English has transpired to 
be a medium supple enough to translate both her Polish and 
' Anglo' selves, to speak out the whole of her identity. 
Conclusion 
Because Hoffman allows her Polish voice so much leverage in her 
autobiography, the tensions between it and the English voice 
notwithstanding, she is not obscurely burdened by it as some 
other cross -cultural autobiographers are by their 
Anglophone selves. In their distinctive "language 
both Hungarian -born Jewish Australian Andrew 
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former non- 
memoirs"12, 
Riemer and 
Mexican -American Richard Rodríguez tend to cast their relation to 
their childhood self and to its disrupted language in a bleak light 
of irrevocable loss, which may be seen as itself a symptom of that 
disruption. The possibility of integrating their experiences from 
within another language in any coherent way in their English- 
speaking adult lives is not overtly entertained. Nevertheless, 
insofar as they revisit the past at all 
obliquely, an ambivalence on this score 
in these works, however 
may yet be registered in 
their texts. There are ambivalences in Hoffman's autobiography 
too, but she appears more conscious of where these take her and 
whence they emerge. Or to put it another way, Hoffman is less 
often ambivalent about her bicultural experience than she is 
ambidextrous, her right hand as aware as it can be of what her 
left is secretly writing. 
12 I borrow this phrase from Alice Kaplan's brilliant, definitive 
essay "On Language Memoir" (1994), which discusses Rodriguez's 
Hunger of Memory (1982) among other works. 
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Chapter Two Rewriting One's Self into English: Milosz 
Translated by Milosz' 
"My mother tongue, work in my mother tongue, is for me the most important 
thing in life" - Czeslaw Milosz, The Captive Mind 
This chapter examines some of the issues surrounding textual 
translation and a concomitant self -translation as they emerge in 
translations from his own originals by the Polish émigré poet Czesla w 
Milosz. If for Eva Hoffman, remaking oneself within the parameters 
of an alien language is like translating an intricate and elusive text, 
the English versions of some of Milosz's poems indicate that 
questions of self -translation may inhere in the subtlest of slippages 
between words. The problems facing Milosz as an expatriate writer 
would at first appear to be almost the converse of Hoffman's: those 
of a writer who chooses to continue to write in his native language. 
M i losz's loss is most obviously that of a potential Anglophone 
readership, rather than of his Polish sense of self. But a closer look at 
the specific choices he makes in his translations shows him to be 
confronted by questions of a similar order to those encountered by 
Hoffman: primarily, what sort of confluence is possible between two 
different conceptual worlds? Whether an immigrant writes in his 
mother tongue or adjusts to a 'foster tongue', he is still forced to live 
in the second language's sphere. 
I A version of this chapter has appeared in slightly different form in 
The Polish Review XL (4) (1995): 415 -432. 
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L Language and exile: the problem of readership 
During the Nazi occupation of Poland Milosz was active in 
underground circles, editing an anthology of anti -Nazi poetry. After 
the war he joined the Polish Foreign Service, and from 1946 to 1950 
served as a diplomat in Washington. After breaking with the 
communist régime in 1951 (when he was their cultural attaché in 
Paris), he lived for several years in France, emigrating to the United 
States permanently in 1960. By the time of his second arrival there 
he had published The Captive Mind (1953), an analysis of the 
"mental acrobatics" East European intellectuals were forced to 
perform in accepting Stalinist dogmas, and this, along with the 
translations of his poetry that began to appear, brought him rapid 
renown. As Milosz himself notes in The History of Polish Literature 
(1969), the fact of his belonging to the group of writers who 
emigrated only after "a period of activity" in People's Poland, did not 
endear him to the émigré intelligentsia. He characterises these 
readers as presenting "not a very high intellectual level" (1983:522), 
their "conservative taste" turning to the "familiar, the imitative, and 
thus, the second -rate ". Rather than allaying their suspicions, The 
Captive Mind, on Milosz's own account, aroused further hostility, 
"attacked in the émigré press as tainted with Hegelianism and 
Marxism" (529). The older emigrants in the United States and France, 
mostly of peasant descent, were in his view a no less discouraging 
audience, tending either to parochialism or to a wholesale 
assimilation into their host cultures. 
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Miiosz's essay "Prywetne obowiazki wobec polskiej literatury [Private 
obligations to Polish literature]" ( 1969) offers some important 
insights into his position as a Polish expatriate continuing to write in 
his native language in an English- speaking world. The slightly 
oxymoronic title is a highly condensed formulation of Milosz's 
dilemma, whether to write in English or in Polish. How can an 
obligation be private, especially one owed to an entire national 
literature - the exacting pressure of which is itself probably a notion 
in need of translating. 
Milosz's essay is in part a response to a particularly Polish accusation, 
levelled at him upon his break with the régime in 1951 by the Polish 
poet Konstanty Galczyriski. In a diary entry in Rok Mysliwego [Year 
of the Hunter] (1991), his journals for the year 1987 -1988, Milosz 
recalls how Galczyriski launched his attack in the baldly titled "Poem 
for a Traitor" (1951): Milosz has "exchanged Poland for a suitcase" 
and will be punished in exile by a Ioss of his creative powers (120- 
124). In The Captive Mind, Milosz himself describes the prospect of 
exile, as he saw it immediately after the war, as an "abyss ": "the 
worst of all misfortunes, for it meant sterility and inaction" (1953:xi), 
For all that "Poem for a Traitor" trades in fairly crude party 
propaganda, its message derives special force ( Milosz evidently feels 
it keenly) from a certain patriotic tradition. 
In an essay on Joseph Conrad's father in the same collection as 
"Private obligations" (an English version is included in Emperor of 
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the Earth [1977]), Milosz provides an example which, in the light of 
his diary entry, is charged with personal significance: 
The father's character does much to explain why Conrad was 
so wounded by an' article by Eliza Orzeszkowa (a celebrated 
"positivist" novelist who wrote about many contemporary 
social problems) denouncing his "betrayal." In her opinion the 
betrayal consisted in writing in English, bestowing his talent 
upon another country. (1977:183) 
The accusation of betrayal draws on a particular understanding of 
the role of a writer in relation to his country which, despite common 
Romantic antecedents with contemporary writing in English, may 
strike readers of the English as extreme - even in comparison with a 
poet Like Seamus Heaney's exploration of the political dimension of 
his poetry. Of course, it arises out of Poland's specific historical 
circumstances as a country long subject t'o foreign rule; the Polish for 
"to serve" (i.e. one's country) is, even in Milosz's rather iconoclastic 
perspective, an expression full of urgency, without the somewhat 
pompous associations the English word has attracted. 
"Private obligations..." is an attempt to justify the author's life abroad 
by redefining the terms of "service" to national literature. It reveals 
conflicting feelings about the author's choice to write in Polish - and 
its implications. On the one hand, Milosz (1980b) makes the claim 
that only Polish literature written with a critical distance from "the 
Polish Question ", and the Poles' attendant view of themselves, mired 
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in what he calls "martyr complexes" (78), can substantially 
contribute to world literature2. He cites the examples of Witold 
Gombrowicz and Slawomir Mro±ek, both expatriates. In his own case, 
his life in America offers him the necessary outsider's angle; indeed 
he admits to emphasizing his Lithuanian connections largely for their 
value as a metaphor of "coming from without" ( "przyjscia spoza " [81D. 
On the other hand, Milosz implicitly defends himself against 
accusations such as Galczyri ski's by comparing himself with Conrad 
and Vladimir Nabokov, who clearly represent a hypothetical Milosz: 
It's not true that, if one wanted to, one couldn't become 
perfectly inward3 with another language, even without the 
natural talents of a VIadimir Nabokov - who was in any case 
already a master of pastiche and the counterfeiting of styles, 
in Russian. The point is, with all due respect to Nabokov's 
stunning artistry [...] would I really want to be the author of 
books like his? No. Perhaps his extraordinary achievement as 
an immigrant, harnessing the powers of English as no one, 
bar Conrad, had ever done, was in the event made possible 
by some secret flaw or taint. (81, my translation) 
2 Cf. also Aleksander Fiut's (1987:95 -6) commentary on "Private 
obligations..." in The Eternal Moment: the Poetry of Czeslaw Milosz. 
Fiut refers to Milosz's similar phrase "martyrial- messianic reflex ", 
which occurs on page 86 of Prywatne obowipzki 
3 The Polish word "przyswoie" is closer to "tame" or "domesticate ". 
93 
Milosz surely underestimates the difficulty for a non -Nabokov of 
writing in another language. At any rate his suggestion of an 
inherent superficiality in Nabokov's linguistic remaking of himself 
does not necessarily extend to Conrad, with whom Milosz in many 
respects appears to identify. His comment in the essay on Conrad's 
father that the writer "did remain faithful in his own way to an idea 
without a tomorrow' [the Polish Question]" could serve as the 
submerged autobiographical motif of Milosz's own essay on "private" 
obligations. But Milosz undoubtedly intends the comparison to 
highlight his continuing loyalty to his native Polish. The "battle" 
against Polish provinciality, that is the Poles' obsessive focus on their 
own "Question ", as he is quick to explain, and not the limited number 
of those who read Polish (79), can be engaged in only within the 
borders of the Polish language itself' (82). 
What this means for Milosz, as he implies in the essay, is resignation 
to a more or less distinguished anonymity in the west. In attempting, 
according to his privately intuited obligation, to expand the reluctant 
horizons of Polish readers, who, goads Milosz, are concerned only 
with "being Polish" (defined as sitting on top of one another and 
keeping watch over potential leaners -out [87]), he in an obvious 
sense contracts his own possibilities. He foregoes the readership of a 
Conrad; becomes a specialist's poet. A dream he records in R o k 
Mysliwego [Year of the Hunter] (1991) encapsulates his sense of his 
relationship with his American public: 
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The dream about my long speech in Polish, which isn't 
translated, and which no one in the audience understands. 
(37) 
It is to reach this lost audience, at least indirectly, that Mi }osz has 
undertaken the thorny task of translating himself - likely as it is to 
involve losses and betrayals of the Polish self. 
2. Mitosz translated by Mitosz: lost and caught in translation 
Miiosz (1980b:9) has admitted to not liking to translate his own 
poetry, although in fact a considerable portion of the published 
English translations of it are his own work. In the same context he 
describes himself as holding "obstinately" to Polish when composing 
his poems and essays, the things which "'count most - (my 
translation), and this stance is no doubt related to his admission of 
finding something slightly disturbing in Nabokov's facility with 
English. MiTosz's translations, when compared with the originals, 
provide an illuminating entry into the process of self -translation 
from Polish into English - on which he is perhaps (and for similar 
reasons) as reluctant to embark. They are in themselves a form of 
self -writing, sometimes unwitting 'self -unwriting'. 
My readings of this process may seem at times to veer in at the 
poems from an unwarranted angle; that cannot be avoided, because I 
will be focussing on them in their translated, or re- created aspect. 
Not all of them are explicitly or exclusively concerned with American 
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experience, some were written in France (although after Milosz's first 
stay in America). The readings are naturally not intended as 
improvements on Milosz's versions, striking poems in their own 
right, sometimes coining phrases in English with their own unique 
resonance, such as "a mere face of man ". These could not have been 
generated in any other way. Milosz, is in any case always at pains to 
render the poem rhythmically (which cannot be said of all his 
translators). These readings are meant to highlight some of the 
implications of the originals and the translations for the cultural 
values Milosz is forced to negotiate in the course of his self - 
translation. 
2.1 Ludzie and cz 4owiek: neither "people" nor "humans" 
The word ludzíe, its closest yet problematic English counterpart 
"people ", presents Milosz with interesting difficulties in several 
poems. In "Nauki ", "Lessons ", it is the last word and emphatic telos of 
the first sentence, covering five lines: 
Od tamtej chwili, kiedy w domu o niskich okapach 
Doktór z miasteczké przecigl pgpowing 
A plenily sig w sadach szczawie i lebiody, 
Gniazda dla kropkowanych bialg plesnig gruszek, 
Bylem jut w rgkach ludzi. 
Since that moment when in a house with low eaves 
A doctor from the town cut the navel -string 
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And pears dotted with white mildew 
Reposed in their nests of luxuriant weeds 
I have been in the hands of humans. 
Milosz has to use the word "humans" in English in order to make 
clear that he means to refer to our ontological status - to us as a kind 
among other kinds. "People" on its own would suggest a merely 
sociological category. A phrase which powerfully demonstrates the 
difficulty of translating the deceptively commonplace concept Iudzie is 
one used by Zofía Nalkowska - a Polish novelist and the author of a 
critically acclaimed reportage about Auschwitz just after the war - to 
sum up the meaning of genocide: "Ludzíe ludziom zgotoweli ten los" 
(Medaliony [1946]). There are two ways of rendering this in English, 
each in a completely different register: "Human beings prepared this 
fate for other human beings "; "People did this to people ". Neither 
carries anything like the force of the original; the "people" phrase 
keeps some of the Polish brevity and colloquialness, "did" in a way 
closer to the perfective "zgotoweli" (a single, isolated and complete 
action) than "prepared "; but it loses the crucial word for fate, "los ", 
and most importantly, it fails to accentuate the Polish equation's 
cancelling out of our kind: human + human = inhuman. "Ludzie ", 
however, unlike "human beings" or "inhuman ", is neither pseudo- 
scientific nor, as in this context, banal: in Nalkowska's aphorism 
"ludzie" is the utterly ordinary taken up through an implied negation 
into horror. 
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"Lessons" is a poem very much about the strangeness of human 
beings as opposed to other (though unspecified) kinds. Since birth, 
the poet has been in the hands of this particular sort: 
...Mogli przecie zdlawié 
Mój krzyk pierwszy, nacisngc swojg wielkg dlonig 
Gardlo bezbronne, budz9ce ich czulo`sé. 
Od nich przejalem nazwy ptaków i owoców... 
...They could have strangled 
My first scream, squeezed with giant hand 
The defenseless throat that aroused their tenderness. 
From them I received the names of plants and birds... 
The Polish "przecie ", an untranslatable particle omitted by Milosz, 
meaning something like "after all" or "why,..." with heavy 
disbelieving emphasis, interrogates their motives for not strangling 
him even as their (unaccountable) tenderness at the sight of his 
defenceless throat is offered as a still puzzling answer. The word 
"ludzie" (or strictly speaking the genitive plural "ludzi "), which is as 
elementary as "people ", receives the whole weight of the opening 
lines in a way that "people ", being in a special sense unspecific, could 
not. Yet Milosz's substitution of "humans ", while retaining the vital 
sense of us as a kind, introduces an odd, semi -clinical note, moreover 
as telltale as a foreign accent. 
In English, the poem continues: 
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I lived in their country, not too barren, 
Not too cultivated, with a field, a meadow 
And water in a boat moored behind a shed. 
The mildew- spotted pears and "luxuriant weeds" mark out the realm 
of "ludzie" as a contaminated Eden, although the suggestion of an 
embrace of rankness and fecundity (in "nests ") loses something in 
Miiosz's elision of the rather luscious -sounding Polish words for 
sorrel and origan, "szczawie" and "lebiody ". (These weeds are in fact 
associated with times of famine, when they would be substituted for 
staple foods). As these details become more and more 
local (down to the deserted boat), and as they identify 
"country" ( "kraj ") unmistakably as the poet's "not too" 
minute and 
the beings' 
one- or -the- 
other Lithuania, they are cast in an increasingly 'defamiliarizing', 
quizzical light which, though not as intense as that of Craig Raine's 
Martian, emphasizes again the fundamental oddness of the beings' 
perception and activity. The deceptive moderation and pleasant 
monotony of "not too barren/ Not too cultivated" in fact spells the 
extremity of a potential for both good and evil (fruit and mildew), so 
that Lithuania in its very particularity becomes an instance of the 
global human force -field. 
As the poem proceeds, the word "ludzie" appears to undergo a 
bifurcation, as if evil were being opposed to humanness: 
Their lessons met, it is true, with a barrier 
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Deep in myself and my will was dark 
Not very compliant with their intents or mine. 
Others... 
Were pacing within me... 
"[T]heir lessons" become those of the respectable, such as the town 
doctor, coinciding with the speaker's better, but hypothetical self 
( "their intents [and] mine "), while "Others ", "I nr t ", dark, troubled 
ancestors, grow rampant within: "pacing in me [...] in locked creaky 
rooms [...] Kazimir, Hrehory /Or Emilia or Margareta [...] I had to 
repeat all by myself/Every flaw and sin of theirs ". 
So that I wanted to shout: you are to blame 
For my not being what I want and being what I am. 
It is probably significant that these names, bar Kezmierz, itself an odd, 
contracted form of K e z i m i e r z - a fact lost in the Anglicised form 
"Kazimir" - are not really Polish. Milosz chooses to figure his 
authentic, maladjusted forbears as Lithuanian and Ukrainian. 
"Emilia" recalls for a Polish reader the only familiar literary instance 
of the name: Emilia Plater, the eponymous Polish- Lithuanian heroine 
of a long poem by the great (Polish- Lithuanian) poet Adam 
Mickiewicz. These are names z kresów, literally "from the margins ", a 
phrase referring to the eastern areas of Poland (including Wilno), 
with a greater ethnic Lithuanian population - those most "troubled" 
by the threat of an encroaching Russian empire. Paradoxically, they 
represent at once the margins of ethnic Poland, a sort of mythical 
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Wild East, and the vital source of its Romantic culture (created by 
poets like Mickiewicz). Thus the ancestors' names carry suggestions 
of a dark yet rich imaginative vein within the poet himself. The last 
lines nevertheless seal up the division between "they" and "others ": 
Sloñce pedalo w ksiazce na grzech pierworodny. 
I nieraz, kiedy huczy w trawach popoludnie, 
Wyobrazalem sobie dwoje, z moja wíney 
Jak depcza osg pod rajska jablbnia. 
Sunlight would fall in my book upon Original Sin. 
And more than once, when noon was humming in the grass 
I would imagine the two of them, with my guilt, 
Trampling a wasp beneath the apple tree in Eden. 
This ambivalent image of human doubleness - is "[ trampling a wasp" 
incurring a puncture in innocence through cruelty, or attaining 
victory over the serpent's sting? - returns us to the poem's 
beginning. These beings, given their nature, should after all have 
strangled him. Milosz relies throughout the poem on a Polish concept 
as simple and fundamental as "people ", but in which our separate 
humanness is stressed as it is not in English. 
In another poem, he translates: 
The features of my face melt like a wax doll in the fire. 
And who can consent at the mirror to a mere face of man? 
(my italics) 
( "Rzeki malejg ", "Rivers Grow Small ") 
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As its title indicates, this poem is concerned with the dwindling of 
physical formations that impressed us as children, and at the same 
rate, of our aspirations to superhuman dimensions for ourselves. 
When for the first time I swam across the lake 
it seemed immense, had I gone there these days 
it would have been a shaving bowl 
between post -glacial rocks and junipers. 
The swim retrospectively ceases to be heroic. The curious phrase "a 
mere face of man" is a rendering of the simple Polish "tylko twarz 
czlowieka ", 'only a human face'. In Polish the phrase is expressed, 
without the articles (which Polish does not have), more like the still 
simpler 'only the face of a man'; "cztowiek ", of which "ludzie" is the 
irregular plural, again places a stress on humanness which the 
English does not. Unlike "a man ", it can refer as a grammatical 
predicate to a woman: 'one jest dobrym czlowiekiem' (she is a good 
person /human being). Milosz translates without an indefinite article 
before "man" to suggest the encompassing human nature that "a 
man" cannot convey, and the result is intriguing not -English. The 
phrase implies a somewhat archaic grandeur ('the history of Man'), 
just where it ought to convey the ordinary heightened, and precisely 
for emphasis not elevation, given that the mirrored face is a butt - 
end of great expectations. (At the same time, the resistance to being 
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so defined by one's mirror, "who can consent... ", is itself offered as a 
definition of humanness). 
"o aniolach ", "On Angels ", is a poem which, in its context in Selected 
Poems, has suggested to Donald Davie4 that it presents a picture of 
the poet as angelic messenger which is undercut in the following 
poem of the selection, "Mistrz ", "The Master ", by a view of the poetic 
gift as demonic (Davie 1986:43). I will return to that possible 
contrast in looking at "The Master ", but for now will concentrate on 
the implications of "ludzie" versus "humans" in a poem presenting 
itself as being about angelic beings. The poem, with a title suggesting 
a scholastic treatise, is addressed, with a reverent familiarity, to 
angels themselves, whose existence and importance as divine 
messengers the poet whimsically affirms: 
Odjgto warn szaty biale, 
Skrzydla i nawet istnienie, 
Ja jednak wierzg warn, 
Wyslañcy. 
All was taken away from you: white dresses, 
wings, even existence. 
Yet I believe you, 
4 Davie's assumption seems plausible, but the originals of the two 
poems do not form "companion- pieces" in any Polish edition, and in 
fact "Mistrz" was written in 1959, well before "O aniolach" first 
appeared, in an anthology published in 1974. 
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messengers. 
"Ja [...] wierzq warn" could also have been translated as "I believe i n 
you ". Milosz evidently wanted to eschew a too obviously creed -like 
utterance, but "believe you" can suggest merely "I accept what you 
say ". "Believe in" has the added sense of trust in someone's motives 
or character, implied by the Polish "wierzq [I believe]" + dative; the 
Polish construction brings the angels closer. 
There, where the world is turned inside out, 
a heavy fabric embroidered with stars and beasts, 
you stroll, inspecting the trustworthy seams. 
The combination of majestic, ethereal power and anthropomorphic 
quaintness in the angels' movements is brought out immediately in 
the contrast between their habit of "stroll[ing]" past the beautifully 
described "heavy fabric" of the world, as in a park, and their very 
role in surveying its "seams ", i.e. its foundations, or the detail of their 
white "szaty ". "Sze ty" is a word closer to "robes" or "raiment" than to 
the rather unfortunate "dresses ", but with a solemnity somehow 
much more at ease in ordinary language; szaty, unlike "robes ", are 
vividly familiar, perhaps from the ceremony of the Catholic Mass. 
( "[T]rustworthy ", of the world's seams, is a fine translation of 
"prawdornówne ", which Iiterally means "truth -telling ".) 
Short is your stay here: 
now and then at a matinal hour, if the sky is clear, 
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in a melody repeated by a bird, 
or in the smell of apples at close of day 
when the light makes the orchards magic. 
Again, the angels' presence is captured (in both Polish and English) in 
twofold terms in the next lines, on the one hand in lyrical glimpses of 
fleeting yet pungent sensory experiences, the smell of apples at dusk 
and a bird's melody at dawn (or at the delicately translated "matinal 
hour "), and on the other in the witty phrase "Krótki wasz postój tutej ". In 
English, "Short is your stay here" does not convey the mundane 
association in "postój" of a vehicle of public transport (say, a train, or 
taxis - "postój taksówek" is a taxi rank) coming to a brief standstill at an 
appointed place. The next three lines form the crux of the poem: 
They say somebody has invented you 
but to me this does not sound convincing 
for the humans invented themselves as well. 
As in "Lessons ", the stress "ludzie" places on people's humanness, their 
'quiddity' as distinct from that of other beings - like angels - would 
not be carried by "people ", so Milosz falls back on the scientific "the 
humans" (sounding again like a scientist from Mars). His definite 
article is no doubt inserted for reasons of rhythm, but it adds to the 
alien ring of the phrase. What is coined, "for the humans invented 
themselves as well ", has a new quality of somewhat ponderous if 
also engaging gravity, like the "mere face of man ", where in Polish 
the irony of people's self -invention is couched in terms of 
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devastating simplicity. Nothing could be more Iike "ludzie ", in their 
ludzko §é, than the hubris of displacing celestial beings with their own 
enlarged forms: in Polish, the point is made in a way as casual as a 
comment about the weather. 
The poet hears in his sleep the voice of these "radiant creatures ", 
whose wings he diffidently restores - "weightless and winged (after 
all, why not ?)" - and this access to the beings may be a clue that 
Mitosz does playfully intend "angels" to represent poet -prophets, 
'divine' messengers Iike himself. That would certainly multiply the 
ironies of contrasting angels with human beings: making poets into a 
species, not just a race, apart. The angels speak to him in an 
"unearthly tongue ": 
day draws near 
another one 
do what you can. 
"[U]nearthly" and "tongue" are words which indicate again the 
relative dissociation in modern English of ordinary and extra- 
ordinary diction, whether ceremonial or "poetic ", and perhaps 
Milosz's less than full awareness of it. In Polish, "nadziemskim ", which 
means supra- rather than un- earthly, and "jgzykiem ", which covers the 
range of both "language" and "tongue ", have none of their English 
semi -counterparts' potential for inducing faint embarrassment. In 
fact, "unearthly tongue" is an apt description of the appeal of some of 
Milosz's English coinages ( "girdled with the lightning "). "[S]zety" and 
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"nadziemskim" indicate, by contrast, how closely interwoven the earthly 
and the above- or out -of- the -earthly still are in modern Polish. 
"Ludzie" and "czlowiek ", then, as Milosz's model in his writing, have 
particular implications for his description of himself as a humanist, 
one "on the side of man, for lack of anything better" (1982:172)5. 
Without being too farfetched, one could read the extra emphasis of 
"ludzie" and "czowie k" (when compared with "people ") as revealing a 
built -in linguistic predisposition, or at least encouragement, to 
thinking of ourselves especially as a kind of being - the kind that 
thinks about its being a kind, unlike un -self- obsessed angels. 
2.2 "Wzniosly" vs. "lofty ": the tongues of men and angels 
To take up the question of the greater hospitableness, in Polish, of 
ordinary to ceremonial diction, I want to return to the poem "The 
Master ". Where, if Davie is right, "On Angels" likens poets to celestial 
beings, "Mistrz" / "The Master" is a poet speaking through the mouth of 
a baroque composer, a maestro: 
Everybody has heard in the cathedral my Missa Solemnis. 
I changed the throats of girls from the Saint Cecilia choir 
Into an instrument which raises us 
Above what we are... 
5 See Peter Steele's (1997) "Czeslaw Milosz: the Spoor of the Human" 
for an illuminating account of the poet's distinctive humanism. 
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The poem turns upside down the belief in a divine origin to poetic 
inspiration (possibly as played on in "On Angels "). It begins "They 
say that my music is angelic" and ends "A Ianguage of angels! [...] 
What comes from my evil - that only is true." Yet, interestingly, what 
emerges in a comparison of the Polish and English versions is the 
extent of the ready co- habitation in Polish, if not of the angelic and 
the demonic, then of the sacred and the profane, the mundane and 
the - for significant want of a better word - lofty. This dimension 
would be called "podniosie" or "wzniosle" in Polish, with the same 
connotations of being aloft, but, predictably, unlike "lofty ", without a 
mandatory ironic inflection. 
The demonic master is reminiscent of Browning's personae, his 
speciously elevating music depriving a lady -in- waiting's silk dress of 
its tactile property to "induce pleasant immodest thoughts ". When he 
speaks of not "wasting" his youth, in Polish the word "trwoniiem" 
(squandered) has a strong biblical resonance, recaIIing the parable of 
the prodigal son. A few lines Iater, beginning to suggest how he 
"paid" for the power to create work outlasting the strongest things of 
his day ( "ploughs will erase a forest. The flute and the violin /Will 
always work as I have ordered them "), the master scoffs at his 
audience, who think such power may be acquired without incurring 
guilt: "Ridiculous, they believe /It may be got for nothing." In Polish 
the phrase "dostaje sie darmo" is as colloquial as "you get it for free ", and 
yet it does not jar at all against "trwoniiem " (squandered). 
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From his position of ageless immortality, the master watches "white - 
haired" women dipping their fingers in a basin and imagines that 
"she ", presumably a lost beloved, "might have been one of them ". He 
is excluded from an aging human circle. Nevertheless, he "loved This] 
destiny ": 
Could I move back time, I am unable to guess 
Whether I would have chosen virtue. My line of fate does not tell. 
Does God really want us to lose our soul 
For only then He may receive a gift without blemish? 
What Mílosz calls "without blemish" in English, was in Polish, 
"nieskazitelny ": a word brimming with religious associations, as much 
"unstained" as artistically flawless. As if to exorcise a pious thought, 
the speaker exclaims: 
Mowa aniolów! Nim wspomnisz o Lasce 
Bacz, abys innych i siebie nie zwodzil. 
Co z mego zits powstalo, to tylko prawdziwe. 
A Ianguage of angels! Before you mention Grace 
Mind that you do not deceive yourself and others. 
What comes from my evil - that only is true. 
In Polish, all three lines are, ironically, permeated with "wznio sly " 
speech. "Mow a" itself corresponds to both "speech" and "tongue" - as 
in the Pauline "tongues of men and angels" to which the poet is no 
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doubt referring. "Mind" is probably the best possible translation, but 
the Polish "Bacz" sounds less like an English governess reminding her 
charges not to muddy their shoes than an Old Testament prophet 
issuing a terrifying warning. "[Z]wodzil" is again, unlike "deceive ", 
heavily biblical, and "powstalo ", without being archaic, is closer to 
"arises" than "comes from ". In the poem "Oeconomia Divine ", also 
translated by MiTosz (with the same title), a Polish particle, "zaiste ", 
meaning "yea, verily ", is lost altogether in the bald English "indeed" - 
"It was a spectacle that was indeed unlike... ". In its implication of a 
special knowledge, "zaiste" is symptomatic of the conception of the 
poet as "wieszcz" which underlies that and many other poems. 
"Wieszcz ", to go on labouring the point, is something like "bard" 
without the automatic ironic reflex (and always referring to a 
national figure). Of the same kind as "zaiste ", the language of "Mistrz" 
partly undermines the very revolt against poet -prophets which its 
overt logic mounts. 
It is interesting to note in this context the similar problems 
encountered by translators rendering Rainer Maria Rilke's poetry in 
English, as these are identified by Robert Bly (1984): 
We notice that this problem of "noble language" causes a lot 
of trouble to translators in their effort to translate Rilke into 
English. Rilke translations have frequently been nobly dead. 
The translator, in the effort to rise to the upper or resonating 
level he senses in Rilke, will abandon our living language and 
resort to old cloudlike phrases that are now only scenery. He 
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will try, from the best intentions, to retrieve and revive 
dusty clauses and high -flown diction and stuff them into the 
poem, with the result that the living language dies, both 
languages die, and Rilke seems ridiculous... [The "ailing tone" 
of some translations] comes from pretending that the 
aristocratic stream of language is still alive in English. (79) 
This forced feel does not characterize Milosz's own translations, 
which seem to toll with the authority of the original voice, yet the 
need to contend with the lack of a "high -flown" vein in English is as 
evident in his translations from Polish as in any from Rilke's German. 
A translated poem in which the comfortable strain of ceremonial 
language in Polish comes into a still more culturally revealing conflict 
with the absence of a similar one in English is "Zadenie ", "A Task ". The 
Polish title has the sense of a "task" (which can be quite humdrum) 
but also of "mission ". 
W trwodze i drzeníu my`slg, ze spelnilbym swoje zycie 
Tylko gdybym sie zdobyl na publiczn5 spowied'z 
Wyjawiajgc oszustwo, wlasne i mojej epoki... 
In fear and trembling, I think I would fulfill my life 
Only if I brought myself to make a public confession 
Revealing a sham, my own and of my epoch... 
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The opening line in Polish contains a word which, like "fulfill ", has its 
root in the practical sense of "to fill" eg. a vessel. Yet its meaning is 
very different. As in the English "fulfill a decree ", one can spelnic 
wyrok; but where in English this sense is quite distinct from "find 
fulfillment" or "fulfill oneself ", in the Polish verse life is indeed 
imagined somewhat as a decree, the pressure of which is the source 
of "fear and trembling ". "[S]pelnilbym swoje zycie" is cast in an aura of 
obligation and preordination. The phrase is used by analogy with the 
set spelni6 zadanie, to complete or execute a task; "fulfill my life" does 
not immediately bring the analogy with the title to mind (where 
perhaps "complete" might). The verb "spelnic " is in the perfective 
aspect, referring to a Completed, isolated action: there is, by 
implication, a single life which awaits our decision. It may be 
"(ful)filled" once and for all (by the public confession) or not at all. 
The English "fulfill ", it hardly needs pointing out, entails a much 
more open -ended conception, both of life and the person living it. 
One can see therefore how tendentious a foothold the word claims 
for itself in this Polish poem about a "task ", about responsibility not 
to oneself but to some larger entity encompassing that self. 
Something similar is true of Milosz's rendering of the word "dostojne 
[dignified]" in the next lines, as "generous ". 
Wolno nem bylo odzywac sig skrzekiem karlów i demon6w 
Ale czyste i dostojne slowa byly zakazane 
Pod tak surowg karg, ze kto jedno z nich smial wymówic 
Juz sam uwezal síg za zgubionego. 
112 
We were permitted to shriek in the tongue of dwarfs and 
demons 
But pure and generous words were forbidden 
Under so stiff a penalty that whoever dared to pronounce one 
Considered himself as a lost man. 
"Dostojne" would never be found under "generous" in an English- Polish 
dictionary. The adjectives "dignified ", "grand" and "august ", are given 
as its English equivalents by The Ko§ciuszko Foundation Polish- English 
Dictionary. "Dignified" in contemporary English has become 
associated with words like "stiff" and "pompous ". While "dignity" to 
some extent retains a positive meaning, as in the motto "to die with 
dignity ", "generosity" is conceived as the very opposite of "standing 
on one's dignity ". "Dostojne ", like "dignified" or "grand ", implies a 
certain status, a hierarchy, though more likely to be applied to a fine 
old man (dostojny starzec) than to members of any particular social class 
(i.e., what is imputed is membership of a certain aristocracy of the 
spirit). This aspect of "dignified" is perhaps a key reason why it has 
come to accrete negative connotations in English. "Dostojne slowa" are 
the opposite of a demotic. 
In a passage in his essay "Private obligations to Polish literature" 
which provides an interesting gloss on the poem's opposition 
between "dostojne" and dwarfish speech, Milosz (1980b:95) contrasts 
the irony used by writers like Gombrowicz and Mroz ek - whom he 
nominates in a special sense "prone to hierarchies, aristocratic 
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through their attachments to distinctions" - with Galczyriski's irony at 
such irony's expense. While the former are iconoclasts, like Milos z 
himself satirising the "rite of the National Mass ", they are implicitly 
moved by what Milosz evidently sees as a savage Swiftian integrity, 
a body of inherited values, a sense of obligation. Galczyr ski's 
laughter, actually directed at ironists like these (and thus, since "two 
negatives make a positive ", supporting a Communist brand of 
nationalist self -glorification), is the amoral "cackle" of "Realpolitik ", of 
"hooligans [who would] push an old man's face in his soup" (95). It is 
clear from both this personal passage, and the lines in "Zadanie " / "A 
Task ", that "dostojne slows" stand in Milosz's mind not for effete verbal 
effluvia, removed from daily realities, but for a true vernacular. 
It might be objected that "generous ", like "magnanimous" or 
"munificent ", equally implies a hierarchy, since one person has the 
wherewithal to practise it while another can only be its recipient. 
"Generosity ", however, in a less narrowly monetary sense, is rather 
something imagined as coming entirely from within. Not owed to 
anyone, no "task ", certainly not a commitment to a passing order, 
generosity is drawn from an inner wellspring, unforced, creative, and 
purely personal in origin. It suggests no sense of a claim on the 
individual from without, which is exactly what the poem "Zadanie" is 
about. Milosz in a sense laments the passing of the element of 
podnios10 §é (Ioftiness) in Polish itself, and more generally in modern 
culture, to be replaced by the shrieking of "dwarfs and demons" ( "the 
tongue of..." is of course another reference to Paul's "tongues of men 
and angels" - a biblical touch again). Yet curiously, the poem reveals 
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the degree to which this register, by virtue of the very power of a 
word like "dostojne ", is still present in Polish; the poem's mourning and 
note of self- reproach applies in an unexpected way to the particular 
Ioss sustained by the poem itself, when re- created in English. 
In his essay "Understanding as Translation" (1975), George Steiner 
equates Iinguistic "conservatism" with "the deliberate retention of 
the archaic" (20). In this sense, Polish as some of its differences from 
English emerge in Milosz's translations, might be seen to be 
inherently conservative. These terms are not really adequate, 
however, to describing the differences at issue here. The meanings of 
modern English words like "fulfillment" and "generosity ", though 
relatively recent, represent in themselves a certain solidified and 
"sanctified" usage, with all the propensity for cliché that Steiner 
ascribes to what he calls the archaic. While of course his point about 
the deadening and "sclerotic" force of clichés, as opposed to 
innovative trends, is valid, and while one of the criteria that make 
Miiosz a poet rather than a hack is his ambivalent interaction with 
the semantic auras of time -hallowed Polish words like "wieszcz ", 
nevertheless expressions as "unexamined" and easily overlooked as 
on the one hand "dostojny" and "dignified ", on the other "ludzie" and 
"people ", may yield surprising cultural and ethical discoveries. The 
opposition Steiner sets up between "language used to formalize" and 
that which "quicken[s] the means of human response" (21) fails to 
take account of this. 
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Milosz's choice of "pure and generous" for "czyste i dostojne" reveals an 
achieved inwardness with the cultural values inscribed in such 
weighty ethical terms, which evidently proceeds from a familiarity 
with Iived rather than dictionary English. Thus the poem is both lost 
and translated, made intelligible to readers of the English by means 
of a meaning not only absent from the original, but even partly at 
odds with it. One could say that in juxtaposing "generous" with a 
word like "task ", more likely though it is to be associated with the 
schoolroom than a mission on the scale of an "epoch ", Mílosz stretches 
the concept of generosity in an unfamiliar direction; the English 
word, too, undergoes a partial translation. 
Conclusion 
The problem of writing in a language not one's own is inevitably one 
of translation, whether or not one addresses a finite original. Indeed, 
despite Milosz's instinctive revolt against writing in English, his 
translations show that the two projects of rendering into a second 
language what was written in one's native tongue, and choosing to 
write in the adopted one, are closer than might be expected. With 
each, vital original meanings may become attenuated - or 
alternatively extended - by their exposure to the new code of 
cultural values which constitutes the second language. 
Milosz is forced to "translate" himself in the course of translating his 
texts because, by a kind of linguistic chaos theory, his whole 
conceptual universe may be brought to teeter in the event of his 
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surrendering a single culturally laden word. His translations thus 
throw an interesting light on central questions regarding translation 
- is it, in essence, the recuperation of a threatened original? At what 
points might the attempt to salvage that prevent the speaker making 
himself heard at all? The rewritten poems show Milosz creatively 
engaging with these questions, as both writer and immigrant, as he 
translates himself from Polish into English. 
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Chapter Three Self -translation in Vladimir Nabokov's 
Pnin1 
1. 
Vladimir Nabokov's Pnin (1957) is the portrait of a Russian 
emigrant whom fate has left dangling in the alien English language. 
He is no longer visible to others except through the distorting 
medium of that unelected second language. What is lost to the 
emigrant evicted from his mother tongue is also, from another 
angle, what is lost on his native English- speaking peers when they 
think they understand him. Since his escape from Red Russia as a 
youth in 1918, middle -aged White Russian Timofey Pnin's 
peregrinations have led him via Europe to a seeming haven at an 
American university called "Waindell ". Although the droll, indelibly 
Russian Pnin is not readily mistaken for Vladimir Nabokov, his 
brilliant bilingual creator, the relation between Pnin and the novel's 
curious narrator arguably constitutes an imaginative reworking of 
Nabokov's own experience of American acculturation. 
A reading of Pnin as an allegory of the author's personal cultural 
and linguistic transformation may seem to flout the novel's satire 
on realist conventions. Pnin plays with the pseudo- documentary 
status of realist novels. Rhetorical head -scratching comments by 
the narrator, such as, "Do I really remember [Pnin's] [...] puffy pale 
face? Yes, distinctly" (148) highlight the clause in our contract with 
the author where we agree as readers to be hoodwinked by his 
1 This chapter will appear in slightly different form in The Russian 
Review (April /July 2000). 
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mock -reportage (to what does "really" refer ?). But the novel 
actively courts an interest in possible biographical parallels 
between the author and the narrator. The narrator introduces 
himself as a prominent Russian -American writer and academic. He 
shares with Nabokov the name and patronymic "Vladimir 
Vladimirovich" and a passion for collecting butterflies. At one point 
he presents his Russian émigré circle in Paris as "a kind of special 
knighthood, the active and significant nucleus of an exiled society 
which [...] remained practically unknown to American intellectuals ", 
misled by "astute Communist propaganda" into equating "the 
Russian emigration" with "ruined reactionaries [and...] titled ladies" 
who were "of no cultural importance whatever" (154). Thus, on the 
same question, the Nabokov of Speak, Memory: 
In [...] exile, Russians formed [...] colonies with a coefficient 
of culture that greatly surpassed the cultural mean of the 
necessarily more diluted foreign communities among which 
they were placed. I have in view, of course, Russian 
intellectuals [... "intelligentï "] not the flashier kind of person 
who 'was, you know, adviser to the Tsar or something' that 
American clubwomen immediately think of whenever 
'White Russians' are mentioned. (212) 
The impulse to correct an American misperception and to claim 
recognition for the distinguished, if powerless, elite to which the 
speaker once belonged, is identical in these passages. Despite such 
striking similarities of tone between the narrator and the 
autobiographical self of Speak, Memory, however, Pnin's narrator 
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turns out to be a simulacrum of Nabokov, a kind of glittering 
snakeskin the author sloughs off by the end of the narrative. 
Less obvious than correspondences between narrator and author 
are connections between Pnin and Nabokov. Pnin represents all 
that impedes and escapes an attempted translation from a Russian 
cultural sensibility into an English- speaking one. Hence he provides 
the missing link between the implied author, the Nabokov of 
Conclusive Evidence (1951) and later, Speak, Memory (1967) who 
laments the loss of Russia and Russian, and the narrator, whose 
Russianness has been smoothly converted into an acceptable 
American persona. The comedy of Pnin draws on Nabokov's 
observation of American life from a Russian émigré "without ". At 
the same time it gauges aspects of his own life, at once from an 
acquired American "without ", and a deeply embedded Russian 
"within ". 
To draw attention to the underlying gentleness of the irony in 
which Pnin's figure basks, Pnin's personal aura will be considered 
first (in the next section) as fully as it can be outside the issue of 
the narrator's slant on the character. The narrator's peculiar role in 
the narrative will be taken up in the following section. 
2. 
For American acquaintances Timofey Pnin is variously "a joke ", 
"that freak ", "that pathetic savant ", "a cracked ping -pong ball. 
Russian ", "that foreign gentleman ", "Professor Pun -neen" or "Dr. 
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Neen" (the p silenced for phonetic convenience2). For the narrator 
in his bantering, Anglicised guise or inclination, the novel's 
protagonist is "our poor friend" and "the heroic Pnin ". Pnin's world, 
by contrast with that of his neighbours, is Iargely Russian, only 
intermittently intruded on by the American town he happens to 
inhabit at present. In this it resembles the "illusory cities" Russian 
expatriate communities dwelt in, as Nabokov (1967:211) describes 
them in his memoir. The novel begins with Pnin bound (albeit on 
the wrong train) for another town, Cremona, measuring the 
distance not in Anglo- American `miles' but in Russian "versts" (8). 
The "provincial" location of Waindell is more or less spectral to him, 
although not to the alert narrator. In his profound unfamiliarity 
with his surroundings, Pnin recalls the luckless hero of Nikolai 
Gogol's "The Overcoat ", Akakiy Akakiyevich Bashmachkin, whom 
the very city of St. Petersburg appears to be bent on eluding, as if 
to give him the cold shoulder3. 
It even occurs to Pnin (ludicrously yet reasonably, given his 
isolation) to think how similar his American home must be to the 
likely setting of his Russian academic life had the Revolution not 
swept it away: 
With grateful surprise, Pnin thought that had there been no 
Russian Revolution, no exodus, no expatriation in France, no 
naturalization in America, everything - at the best, at the 
2 The silent "p" in "Pnin" is also an allusion to the American silent 
before another consonant: "pneumonia ", "psychiatrist ", 
"pseudonym" etc. This was pointed out by a referee of the article 
version of this chapter (Besemeres 2000). 
3 See section 7. 
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best, Timofey! - would have been much the same: a 
professorship in Kharkov or Kazan, a suburban house such 
as this, old books within, late blooms without. It was - to be 
more precise - a two storey house of cherry -red brick [...]. A 
curious basketlike net, somewhat like 
pocket - lacking, however, a bottom - 
some reason above the garage door, 
which it cast a shadow as distinct as its 
a glorified billiard 
was suspended for 
upon the white of 
own weave... (121) 
This passage is one of the novel's richest in what might be termed 
(after Bakhtin) immigrant heteroglossia. The narrator both enters 
into Pnin's spirit, while gently chiding him in Pnin's own Russified 
English for his perilous optimism ( "at the best, at the best, 
Timofey!"), and evokes his innocent incongruity in this supposedly 
familiar landscape. For Pnin, the basketball net above the garage (a 
relic of the house's former residents) is a mysterious but not 
noteworthy object, which he can only classify according to Russian 
associations: as a useless, bottomless "billiard pocket ". The net is 
represented at once from puzzled émigré and blasé local 
perspectives (the latter one ours), through the classic medium 
Russian formalists identified in the writing of Tolstoy and others as 
ostranenie, "defamiliarization" or (literally) "making strange "4. For 
Nabokov the basketball net is perhaps an image of his own 
unravelling of the story, the end of which is bottomless yet whose 
intricate "weave" casts a lingering shadow on the plain "white" of 
extratextual life. 
4 G.M. Hyde (1977:26) has pointed to Nabokov's comic use of 
"defamiliarization ", the device elevated by Russian formalists to 
the "status of the principal device of modern art ". 
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The narrator's interpolation, "to be more precise - a two - storey 
house of cherry -red brick ", offers a prosaic corrective to Pnin's 
wishfully dreamlike America, but does not cancel it out: the two 
vantage points are held simultaneously, the Russian subtly 
translated into our English. As with the discreet insertion of a 
Russian unit of measurement, "versts ", into the phrase, "Cremona - 
some two hundred versts west of Waindell" (8), the distance 
around Pnin's American house is measured in Pnin's "arshins ". Even 
the florid "cherry -red brick" noted by the narrator affirms the 
poignant clairvoyance of Pnin's vision, in that it foreshadows the 
imminent loss of his abundant garden, which is described in terms 
suggesting a promised, but only ever promised, land of milk and 
honey: 
Lilacs - those Russian garden graces, to whose springtime 
splendor, all honey and hum, my poor Pnin greatly looked 
forward - crowded in sapless ranks along one wall [...] And 
a tall deciduous tree, which Pnin, a birch- lime -willow- 
aspen -poplar -oak man, was unable to identify, cast its 
large, heart- shaped, rust -coloured Ieaves and Indian - 
summer shadows upon the wooden steps of the open porch. 
(145) 
The unfamiliar native tree casts "Indian- summer shadows ", exotic 
for Pnin. Yet its effect on him is incorporated into an idyllic Russian 
memory, Iíke the "sapless" lilacs nursing images of a coming spring 
which unsuspecting Pnin will not be there to enjoy. Just as the 
house is perched on a "blakh cleef' ('black cliff' in "Pninian ", Pnin's 
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pidgin English), so Pnin's position at Waindell College abuts on a 
precipice, his one -man department in constant danger of folding. 
If Pnin cuts a droll figure in the narrator's eyes, or at least in his 
reflecting spectacles, it is because Nabokov's Anglified narrator 
colludes with us part of the way as a near -native English speaker. 
As will be seen, the novel's portrayal of Pnin resists his American 
satirists on campus in the name of a socially intact, loved and 
respected "Timofey Pavlovich (Pahlch) Pnin" (87). In the Russia of 
Pnin's youth, before its encounter with English sounds and letters, 
this name would have existed in untransliterated Cyrillic (moreover 
pre- dating the Bolshevik alphabet reforms of 1917), without any 
apologetic brackets or italics, or condescending companion- epithets 
such as "our poor friend ". There is a tragicomedy (not merely a 
cross -cultural farce) involved in the loss, through emigration, of 
everything corresponding to Pnin's deepest habits and intuitions, 
most of which escape translation into English, a fact of which he is 
sometimes, albeit limitedly, aware. 
3. 
Nabokov (1981:132) writes of Nikolai Gogol that he adhered to the 
Russian tradition of the storyteller as both hunter and elusive 
hunted, forever passing to and fro across the reader's path. This is 
certainly true of the author in Pnin, whose precise connections with 
the narrator have long been a source of contention among critics. 
Corinne Hales (1989) has summarized diverse critical responses 
under the headings of supporters and detractors of the narrator. In 
her view, which departs from those that she cites, the narrator's 
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ethical status as Pnin's biographer or creator is irrelevant - we are 
not being asked to "take sides" (173). My own perspective is closer 
to that of Charles Nicol (1971) and J.H. Garrett -Goodyear (1986), 
with some differences. Both critics regard the narrator as a 
sophisticated but ultimately shallow opponent of Pnin who is forced 
to cede moral ground to his generous, wholehearted victim. Nicol 
(1971:207) posits a "devilish composite personality" made up of 
author, narrator and emergent character whom he calls "simply 
Nabokov", over whom, he argues, Pnin finally triumphs. While too 
close an identification of Nabokov with the narrator is problematic, 
since Pnin can only defeat the latter with the author's active 
blessing, Nicol's move is intuitively warranted by the narrator's 
clearly Nabokovian styles. Garrett -Goodyear's (1986) persuasive 
reading maintains an attractive distinction between the narrator as 
narcissistic, domineering storyteller and a more complex, humane 
author, who deplores the former's manipulation of Pnin while 
sharing his delight in glowing aesthetic effects such as the "zebra 
cocktail" of a comb reflected in a glass of water. It is not always 
easy, however, to extricate the author from what seem to be the 
narrator's untender designs on his subject. 
At first seemingly impartial and benevolent, in the mould of a 
nineteenth century realist authorial persona like George Eliot's or 
Turgenev's, the narrator gradually emerges as a significant if 
ostensibly unnamed character. As critics have noted6, he begins his 
tale wrapped in an omniscient cloak of invisibility which affords 
6 Nicol (1971:207) acknowledges this point when he writes: "Pnin 
[rejects] Nabokov - or, purists will insist, [...] Nabokov's persona". 
6 Cf. for example Gennadi Barabtarlo (1989:28 -35); J.H. Garrett - 
Goodyear (1986); Corinne Hales (1989); Charles D. Nicol (1971). 
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him access to Pnin's most private pursuits, pains and pleasures. (He 
signals his omniscience on the first page by describing Pnin's 
appearance and then pointing out that there was no one present to 
see Pnin.) But he repeatedly lets slip remarks that reveal a far from 
disinterested attitude, ultimately that of a rival protagonist vying 
with Pnin for the limelight. The omniscient point of view is thus 
unmasked as a kind of pose. It becomes clear that the narrator's 
role is predatory. He comes to Waindell, as we learn by the end of 
the novel, to usurp Pnin's special, precariously held professorship, a 
tiny adjunct to the German Department. For all that he protests his 
own innocence and even his "hurt" (156) at Pnin's (alleged) 
mistrust of him, the effect of his arrival on the scene is to banish 
Pnin altogether. 
The narrator drops hints that Pnin's singularity is a fiction (31; 
124 -126). He reports wryly on the sightings of six clones of Pnin 
"besides the genuine, and to me, unique article" (124). His very 
insistence on Pnin's uniqueness against his own contrary 'evidence' 
underscores the character's puppet -like dependence on his 
creator's whim. This trick recalls the solemn refusal of the narrator 
in Gogol's "The Overcoat" to report his protagonist's state of mind 
(which otherwise he does constantly) because "one cannot climb 
into another person's soul [dushu] and read all his thoughts" (Gogol' 
1974:31, my translation). Pnin's uniqueness is further undermined 
by his easy imitability. Pnin is most obviously mimicked by English 
Professor CockereIl, who is significantly named and appointed - the 
crowing Americans, suggests the author, think they have Pnin 
down pat. But at a deeper level, Pnin is parodied by the 
ventriloquist narrator himself (cf. also Hyde 1977: 158 -62). 
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There is more to the narrator's supplanting of the protagonist than 
the comedy built around the author unravelling "Pnin" from 
substantial agent into a figment of his imagination. The act of the 
popular ( "fascinating" [142]) self -styled ' Anglo- Russian" narrator in 
substituting himself for the laughable, loyally White Russian Pnin, 
is partly a metaphor for the transformation Nabokov himself 
underwent after settling in America and shifting creative allegiance 
to the English language. 
The replacement of Pnin by the narrator as professor of Russian at 
Waindell invokes the process of Nabokov's becoming an American 
writer and critic, through whose masterful English his foreign 
provenance could pass - virtually - incognito. The change of 
language which came to serve as an aesthetic alchemy for his 
imagination must at first have had some less controllable effect on 
his Russian -speaking sensibility7. It would have broken the 
continuity between the sense of self present to him in Russian and 
the self of his writing (a point to which I will return in section 5). 
Czeslaw Milosz (1980b:81) alludes to the losses necessarily entailed 
by such a linguistic metamorphosis as potentially soul- erasing, in 
declaring his ongoing rejection of Nabokov's path for himself (cf. 
Besemeres 1995:418). 
7 The burden of my argument concerning Nabokov's personal 
investment in the character of Pnin is necessarily partly 
speculative. When I refer to the author I mean the author implied 
by the text. However, in section 5, where I draw parallels with 
Nabokov's autobiography, Speak, Memory, I do investigate such 
biographical pointers as there are. 
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In Pnin, some such loss, although not conceived as drastically as in 
Milosz, is hinted at even as gains at the expense of Nabokov's 
Russian émigré self are turned to brilliant comic effect: 
'You are,' suggested the voice warily, 'Mrs. Fire ?' 
'No,' said Joan, and hung up. 
[...1 
...the telephone rang again. 
It is evident,' said the same voice, comfortably resuming 
the conversation, 'that I employed by mistake the name of 
the informer. I am connected with Mrs. Clement ?' (31 -2) 
By "the name of the informer" Pnin means the third party who let 
him know about Joan Clements's offer of lodgings. It sounds as if he 
were referring to a hireling of the KGB. This implication would fit 
nicely with the "wary" tone in which he sounds Joan Clements out 
about her identity as "Mrs. Fire ". Pnin "suggests" the name instead 
of inquiring, or rather, that is how his Russian inquiries sound 
when transposed into English since the appropriate Russian syntax 
and intonation are precisely "Vy [you, polite plural] - Mrs. Fire ? ", 
and not those of the more likely American formulations "Am I 
speaking with Mrs. Fire ?" or "Could I please speak to Mrs. Fire ? ". In 
an extra pun of pronunciation, it transpires that Pnin is referring to 
the name "Mrs Thayer ", which for him is as unpronounceable as his 
own name is for Joan, sounding to her like a "little explosion ". She 
describes it to her husband in a picturesque acoustic image as "a 
cracked ping -pong ball. Russian ". Pnin, in turn, addresses Joan 
blithely as "John ", innocent of the English diphthong around which 
he has failed to wrap his tongue. 
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Pnin's utterances often constitute a literal translation of Russian 
grammar and vocabulary, although increasingly, as it "improves ", 
his English includes semi -idiomatic phrases such as, "To make a 
long story short" (a variation on "to cut... "), of which the speaker is 
infectiously proud. Pnin's ultra -quaint complaint to his landlady 
that in his room "[i]t blows from the floor, and it blows from the 
walls..." (30) mimics the Russian impersonal syntactic construction 
exactly. 
Pnin's English, which captures the accent and tendencies of Russian 
immigrant speech, is coined very much from an insider's 
perspective, not merely echoed by an amused local. The analysis of 
Pnin's "dzeefeecooltsee" (55) with depalatalizing English consonants 
on account of the relative "moisture" of the soft Russian ones could 
only proceed from the author's own regular tasting of each. There is 
clearly a touch of authorial Schadenfreude here at the expense of 
Russian immigrants less adept at English. In his biography of 
Nabokov, Brian Boyd (1991:289) recounts an anecdote which 
suggests that Nabokov gleefully hoped fellow Russian émigré 
academics would recognize their own verbal mannerisms in Pnin's. 
He also worked hard to eliminate certain slips in his own English 
pronunciation (cf. Boyd 1991:91,196). One of the details that 
suggest an affinity between the implied author and Pnin's ex- wife's 
son Victor is the "inward sigh of amused submission to fate" with 
which Victor endures his Russian -born mother's "fluent and flashy 
New York English, with brash metallic nasalities and soft lapses into 
furry Russianisms" (72). But the speech which can be detected 
behind Pnin's words, in the immigrant idiom made so irresistibly 
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funny, is the very language in which Nabokov himself continued to 
think, and in his most intimate circles, to speak, be heard and be 
deeply understood. 
The phrases he puts into Pnin's mouth are a witty simultaneous 
interpreting for Anglophone readers of the language of his 
enduring, earliest, and to that degree, innermost self. While 
Nabokov undoubtedly learnt English at an early age (writing it by 
the age of four, according to his autobiography [1967:4]), a 
legitimate distinction may be drawn between a governess- taught 
language and the vernacular prevailing in someone's family, school 
life and among childhood friends8. In his memoir, Nabokov 
(1967:57) implicitly contrasts his own fully- fledged Russian with 
the case of one of his uncles, who spoke English, Italian and French 
"with vastly more ease than [...] his native tongue" and relegated his 
Russian to the odd jocular "folksy" expression. The result, according 
to his nephew, was a rather limiting, if endearing, idiolect. 
In English Nabokov's native sense of self appears to speak most 
freely in Speak, Memory, but there too it is necessarily subject to 
an array of mediations, including a gradual internalization of 
' Anglo' cultural expectations. Because Nabokov cannot reach his 
reading audience through Russian, he is forced constantly to 
translate himself, a process which, however appealing to the 
literary chameleon in him, in the case of Pnin involves a self - 
parody. Our access to his Russian is largely through "Pninian" 
8 Nabokov did encounter some resistance in his second language 
when he began composing in it. Cf. Boyd (1991:53 -54). 
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English. The effect is that of a muted Russian - speaking voice 
echoing, or shadowing, the narrator's English. 
The relation of these voices strikes one as intimate, as if the 
Russian were being drawn along to make its début in American 
society on the supporting arm of a confident, condescending but 
solicitous Anglified sibling. The narrator's professed "hurt" (156) at 
Pnin's refusal of his offer to keep Pnin on at Waindell in a 
subordinate position is perhaps more than a function of the plot. 
The successful "Anglo- Russian" writer's efforts to take Pnin under 
his wing may communicate Nabokov's wish to preserve in himself, 
if only as protégé, his earlier, awkward, more solidly Russian 
consciousness. 
4. 
If Nabokov's narrator engages readers in laughter at the figure of a 
quaint, inept Russian émigré, he also reserves quite a few barbs in 
turn for the Anglo -Saxon philistine. Readers may in fact be 
"dissolv[ing] in a jelly of unbecoming giggles ", like Pnin's pretty 
student, "languid Eileen Lane, whom someone had told that by the 
time one had mastered the Russian alphabet one could practically 
read 'Anna Karamazov' in the original" - where plain "Josephine 
Malkin ", the child of Russian immigrants, is "transfigur[edj" by "a 
dazzling flow of unsuspected lovely laughter" (12 -13). The novel is 
at least as much a blithely vengeful joke at the expense of the 
uncosmopolitan, monolingual 'Anglo', who has never tried his 
tongue on that most foreign and unnecessary of languages, 
Nabokov's Russian. 
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Throughout the novel, American academics are associated with 
pointedly vulgar Germans - one of Nabokov's pet- hates, as is clear 
from his mini -tract on national varieties of "poshlost" (vulgarity) 
(1971:64 -66). Examples include the Freudian psychoanalyst Dr Eric 
Wind (a wind -bag) who is Pnin's extra -marital rival for Liza, Dr 
Bodo von Falternfels (a falling rock ?) who ejects Pnin from the 
German Department, and the more sympathetic, genuinely 
intellectual but still severely limited Professor Hagen (a 
treacherous haven ?), Head of Department. It is no accident that, 
despite Hagen's former kindness to Pnin, when he is on the verge 
of leaving Waindell and thereby reluctantly withdrawing his 
support for the arrangement by which Pnin has hitherto survived 
as an academic, it occurs to Pnin to think: "Whom does he remind 
me of? [...] Eric Wind? Why? They are quite different physically" 
(162). 
Americans are mocked for their perceived assimilation of Freudian 
and Jungian (in Nabokov's reading, vulgar German) ideas. Eric and 
Liza Wind's precocious son Victor, the only figure to fully 
appreciate Pnin and in some ways a younger self -projection on 
Nabokov's part, stubbornly resists his parents' attempts to 
inculturate him according to Freudian models of child- rearing: 
To the Winds, Victor was a problem child insofar as he 
refused to be one [...]. Dr [...] Wind had his impregnable child 
tested psychometrically...[...] Nothing of the slightest 
interest to therapists could Victor be made to discover in 
those beautiful, beautiful Rorschach ink blots, wherein 
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children see, or should see, [...] seascapes, escapes, capes, 
the worms of imbecility, neurotic tree trunks, erotic 
galoshes... (75 -76) 
By contrast, Anglo- Americans flock to Dr. Wind's "tension - 
releasing" circle, at which young married women "compar[e] notes 
on their mates ", "a ringing note of revivalism pleasingly color[ing] 
the proceedings ('Well, girls, when George last night --')" (43). 
Nabokov is at his least subtle, and his most transparently 
identifiable, in the narrator's diatribes against "the more plastic 
and stupid clients" of the "Planned Parenthood Center ". 
Americans are also linked with what otherwise in that era might 
have been seen as their polar opposites, Soviet Russians, by means 
of the naturalized bumpkin, Komarov 
surname is derived, not 
"mosquito "). Komarov and his 
be perfectly suited to their 
(whose common Russian 
incidentally, from the word for 
wife, like the Winds, are suggested to 
new American environment, despite 
their thick Russian accents. It is no surprise to learn that Komarov 
painted the Waindell College mural in the dining room, "displaying 
recognizable members of the faculty in the act of passing on the 
torch of knowledge from Aristotle, Shakespeare and Pasteur to a Iot 
of monstrously built farm boys and farm girls" (9). This is 
imported, barely adapted Socialist Realism, portrayed as sitting 
nicely with American expectations. Given the novel's highly 
idiosyncratic underlying equation of German, Soviet and American 
philistinisms, each revolving around a form of conformist 
communitarianism or groupism, Pnin's comment about the 
psychoanalytic, infantile Wind is entirely to be expected: 
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[P]rogressive, idealistic Wind dreamed of a happy world 
consisting of Siamese centuplets, anatomically conjoined 
communities, whole nations built around a communicating 
liver. "It is nothing but a kind of microcosmos of 
communism - all that psychiatry," rumbled Pnin, [...] "Why 
not leave their private sorrows to people? Is sorrow not, 
one asks, the only thing in the world people really 
possess ?" (52) 
Pnin's plaintive protest expresses the viewpoint of a Wandering 
Russian émigré from a past as remote as another planet, yet one 
who is ultimately more informed than his fellow Americans about 
the potential horrors of utopian experiment. 
Perhaps the most caricatural of Nabokov's jokes at the expense of 
American academics is the monumentally parochial Professor 
Blorenge, "Chairman of French Literature and Language ", who is 
"distinguished" by two "interesting characteristics ": "he disliked 
Literature and he had no French "9. This does not prevent him from 
attending Modern Language conventions, where, we are told, he 
would "parry with great thrusts of healthy lodge humor any 
attempt to inveigle him into the subtleties of the parley -voo" (140). 
BIorenge (a boring blathering blancmange ?) objects to the 
Francophone Pnin's candidacy for a lectureship in First -Year 
French, and deplores the deviousness of a Swiss skiing instructor 
9 The probable prototype for "Blorenge" was Gordon Fairbanks, 
the general linguist who taught Russian at Cornell and refused to 
employ Nabokov's wife Vera as a language tutor (cf. Diment 
1997:34). 
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employed for a term who smuggled mimeo copies of books into the 
all -oral French course: "It took us almost a year to bring the class 
back to its initial level" (142). Pnin's landlord and landlady are 
exceptions to the rule where the novel's portrayal of Americans is 
concerned. For all their amusing idiosyncrasies, the Clements are 
decent people who recognize Pnin's worth. In Nabokov's own words 
to a prospective publisher: "it takes a Clements or a Joan Clements 
to break through Pnin's fantastic husk and get at his tender and 
lovable core" (cited in Boyd 1991:293). 
Nabokov's cross -cultural satire is most attractive when it goes both 
ways. The opening of Pnin describes the arresting appearance of an 
"elderly passenger" in a railway coach: 
The elderly passenger [...] was none other than Professor 
Timofey Pnin. Ideally bald, sun -tanned, and clean- shaven, 
he began rather impressively with that great brown dome 
of his, tortoise -shell glasses (masking an infantile absence 
of eyebrows), apish upper lip, thick neck, and strong -man 
torso in a tightish tweed coat, but ended, somewhat 
disappointingly, in a pair of spindly legs (now flanneled and 
crossed) and frail -looking, almost feminine feet. (7) 
This description of Pnin's topheavy shape suggests two possible 
perspectives on him, mirrored by his body. Pnin, an "elderly" man, 
is fully grown, an adult on anyone's account. But while he and his 
Russian émigré friends at their nostalgic holiday resort in 
"Onkwedo" regard him as an adult, neither his American 
acquaintances, nor the narrator, nor we as readers, ever really do. 
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His heavy- rimmed glasses "mask [...] an infantile absence of 
eyebrows ", but not for us: the narrator lets us in on their "infantile" 
absence (cf. also Pnin's "infantine [sic]" tears, p. 68). The 
disproportionately large head and shoulders belong to a man. But 
for Anglo- Americans, Pnin - with his funny English, his apparent 
lack of what are taken to be common sense and courtesy, his 
tendency to get lost, to be baffled by the technology of zippers and 
alarm- clocks, his readiness to weep in public - is decidedly more 
like a child. His little feet are emblematic of this perception of him. 
In describing Pnin, the as yet unidentified narrator assumes that 
for a man it is admirable to have muscles bulging from his coat (a 
"strong -man torso in tightish tweed "), whereas "frail- looking ", 
"feminine" feet are pathetic, if not positively unwholesome. Yet 
already in the first sentences of Pnin, the narrator reveals himself 
to be a figure as hybrid in personality as Pnin is in person. Why, 
otherwise, would the same admirer of a "strong -man torso" so 
indelicately refer to the athlete's lips as "apish "? Alongside "apish ", 
the adjectives "frail- looking" and "feminine" take on a certain 
aspect of refinement. If Pnin's upper half is sportingly, sunnily 
American, his undervalued feet are vestiges of a sophisticated 
Russian maturity. 
The narrator incorporates an assumed American persona, 
gratefully appraising Pnin's healthy, "[i]deally" "sun- tanned" 
exterior and strong physique, while deploring the little exercised 
"spindly" legs and effeminate feet - and, in the background, an 
ironic, informed Russian immigrant, making mocking signs behind 
the American's head. If Pnin's cranium is so much larger than his 
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lower half we may be intended to understand that this is because 
he is more mature than most of us. Americans view him through 
the wrong end of a telescope, as Alice is perceived by her 
disapproving acquaintances, the absurd yet conventional natives of 
Wonderland. But the narrator is also laughing at Pnin, comfortably 
ensconced in a compartment on the wrong train, for failing to have 
so much as an inkling of his own conspicuous, foreign incongruity. 
5. 
Pnin appears to lack the seriousness of Eva Hoffman's writing about 
her quest as an immigrant to balance the fullest self -translation 
against self -eroding assimilation. It is not surprising that Hoffman 
herself claims of Nabokov, with respect specifically to Pnin and 
Lolita, that he evaded the issue altogether (1989:198). Indeed, 
Nabokov seems self- sufficient in his confidently international 
artistry when compared with Hoffman, who finds herself wanting 
to embrace both her Iinguistic 
the comfort of the American. 
and cultural 'selves', at some cost to 
Nevertheless, through the plaints and longings of a disoriented 
Russian immigrant who is persistently differentiated from himself, 
Nabokov conveys some of his own desire to recover a past lived in 
another language. This desire is openly expressed and even partly 
accommodated in Speak, Memory, where the narrative's English is 
shown to be trespassing on realia first encountered in Russian. 
Russian phrases quoted in the text commonly take precedence over 
translated English: "xodit' pa gribï (looking for mushrooms)" (35). In 
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Pnin, by contrast, the desire is only latently present: there is often 
a funny side to Pnin's nostalgia which seems to distance the 
narrator from it by a wide berth. But the distance, however 
collectively enjoyable for both the narrator and ourselves, is not 
always to be trusted. 
A passage that is shot through with this half- hidden identification 
is the account of Pnin's sudden yearning to re -read his favourite 
Russian translation of Hamlet. Reading a tome about traditional 
magic in rural Russia, Pnin discovers a May ritual during which 
"peasant maidens" tossed wreaths of "buttercups and frog orchises" 
into the river and "floated and chanted among them" (65). The 
custom causes Pnin to be struck by a "curious verbal association" 
which he only understands a page later: 
. pilla i pela, pela i pilla .. . 
. she floated and she sang, she sang and floated . . . 
Of course! Ophelia's death! Hamlet! In good old Andrey 
Kroneberg's Russian translation, 1844 - the joy of Pnin's 
youth, and of his father's and grandfather's young days! 
And here, as in the Kostromskoy passage, there is, we 
recollect, also a willow, and also wreaths. But where to 
check properly? Alas, 'Gamlet" Vil'vama Shekspira [...] was 
not represented in Waindell College Library, and whenever 
you were reduced to look up something in the English 
version, you never found this or that beautiful, noble, 
sonorous line that you remembered all your life from 
Kroneberg's text in Vengerov's splendid edition. Sad! 
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It was getting quite dark on the sad campus. (66) 
Pnin's excited thoughts are conveyed to us in English, but are 
evidently being formed in his native tongue. The exclamations, "Of 
course! ", "Alas ", "Sad! ", translate specific Russian vosklitsaniya 
( "konechno ", "uvy ", "zhalko! ") and the comically urgent But where 
to check properly ?" reproduces Russian syntax, "No gde proverit'? "' . 
But the sentence "Alas, 'Gamlet" Vily'ama Shekspira [...] was not 
represented in Waindell College library ", which is begun as a direct 
translation of Pnin's Russian thought, is continued by the bilingual 
narrator in English (and in the narrative past tense) through the 
unequal partnership of an ironic, free indirect style. Pnin's 
wholehearted sigh, "Sad! ", is echoed satirically by the narrator and 
thereby seemingly disclaimed in the following line of purportedly 
impersonal narration: "It was getting quite dark on the sad campus" 
(my italics). 
Pnin's enthusiasm flares against the backdrop of the narrator's self - 
possession. The speaker is aware of the apparent absurdity of Pnin 
finding a Russian version of Hamlet - the funny- sounding "Gamlet" 
(gimlet ?) in obscure translation - unquestionably superior to the 
English original. But in the light of what follows from Pnin's mental 
echo, the mellifluous Russian lines about Ophelia (in an alliterative 
parallelism, plila i pela, pela i pl'ila...) gain a poignant validity of 
their own, and even a kind of primacy over the English. In 
hindsight, one wonders whether this is not Nabokov's projection of 
himself in American eyes, lovingly brooding over a "beautiful, 
noble, sonorous" line of what English- speakers would naturally 
regard as their own property. Some Russian translations certainly 
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struck him as improvements on acclaimed originals: the translator 
Zhukhovsky "surpassed [...] Schiller in his versions of [his] poems" 
(1971:28). 
Pnin's recollection of Kroneberg's Ophelia in connection with 
Russian girls bathing among wreaths foreshadows a more painful 
personal memory which is forced on him later in the novel. After 
himself bathing in a pool on the country estate of a fellow Russian 
émigré to America, Pnin is plunged into conversation with a woman 
who by way of introduction reminds him of the "terrible end" (110) 
of a mutual acquaintance, her own cousin, Mira Belochkin. It then 
becomes clear that Mira is none other than the "dead sweetheart of 
his ", "shyly smiling, sleek dark head inclined, gentle brown gaze 
shining up at Pnin from under velvet eyebrows" (23), whom Pnin 
remembers in a brief retrospective hallucination just before giving 
his lecture at Cremona, the episode with which the first chapter 
closes. 
What follows the second, ruder remembrance brought on by Mira's 
cousin are several pages of elusive memories of Pnin's first love, 
who is no longer in existence. It is worth juxtaposing with these 
some suggestively similar lines from Nabokov's account in Speak, 
Memory of his meetings with his own first sweetheart, whom he 
calls "Tamara ". Vladimir and Tamara would meet at his uncle's 
abandoned, "mute, shuttered manor ", so closely crowded by 
"ancient limes" that their "creaking and heaving in the restless 
night" in a resonant phrase "drown Mnemosyne's monologue" (180) 
as Nabokov tries to remember Tamara, waiting for him there in the 
dark. He describes her beauty as slightly foreign: "A drop of Tatar 
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or Circassian blood might have accounted for the slight slant of her 
merry dark eye and the duskiness of her blooming cheek [my 
italics]" (178). AIthough the Civil War ultimately separated 
Vladimir from Tamara, since he was forced to flee with his family 
to the Crimea and thence abroad (as a Liberal and aristocrat, his 
father's life was endangered), Nabokov gives to understand that he 
himself initiated their parting earlier, in a passive and perhaps 
callous way. The sentence in which he first suggests this, with a 
deliberate, eliding haste obviously meant to suggest shame and 
regret, is particularly interesting from the point of view of the link 
which would hold in Pnin's mind - or Nabokov's - between Ophelia, 
Russian peasant girls with water -borne wreaths, and Mira 
Belochkin: 
We lost ourselves in mossy woods and bathed in a fairy- 
tale cove and swore eternal love by the crowns of flowers 
that, like all little Russian mermaids, she was so fond of 
weaving, and early in the fall she moved to town in search 
of a job [...] and in the course of the following months I did 
not see her at all, engrossed as I was in the kind of varied 
experience which I thought an elegant littérateur should 
seek. (185) 
Pnin is not evidently guilty of any such betrayal of Mira, and yet he 
too (like the self presented in the memoirs) cannot think of her 
without a pang. As with Vladimir and Tamara, the "Civil War of 
1918 -22 separated them: history broke their engagement" (Pnin 
[112]). The scene of Vladimir and Tamara's early encounters is 
"rugged but comely country (black fir, white birch, peatbogs, 
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hayfields, and barrens)" (177, my italics). The scene of Timofey and 
Mira's first meeting is likewise a "vast estate, marshy and rugged, 
with dark woods hemming in a desolate manor [my italics]" (111), 
near which Pnin's parents rent a modest dacha in summer. This 
manor is as lonely and overgrown as Nabokov's uncle's abandoned 
villa. Like Tamara, Mira, who is Jewish, has a somewhat exotic 
appearance. When Pnin meets her briefly in the thirties in Berlin, 
she is married. They exchange a few words: 
[S]he smiled at him [...] from under her dark brows, with 
that bashful slyness of hers; and the contour of her 
prominent cheekbones, and the elongated eyes, and the 
slenderness of arm and ankle were unchanged, were 
immortal, and then she joined her husband who was getting 
his overcoat at the cloakroom, and that was all - but the 
pang of tenderness remained, akin to the vibrating outline 
of verses you know you know but cannot recall. (112, my 
italics) 
For a reader familiar with Speak, Memory it seems not coincidental 
that Mira should remind Pnin of the "vibrating outline" of half - 
forgotten "verses ". The young Nabokov's feelings for Tamara were 
(so he tells us) the subject of his first foray into literature, a volume 
of juvenile verse which proved "disastrously" bad, but which he 
and Tamara read together as fervent love letters. 
Finally, like Tamara waiting in the shadows by Vladimir's uncle's 
manor, her presence suggested more potently by the scent of 
jasmine bushes than her own hazy silhouette, the image of Mira in 
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the dusk imprints itself on Pnin's haunted memory as delicately 
complemented by, shading into, the surrounding flowers. But unlike 
Nabokov's pure, unadulterated, more glamorous images of Tamara 
and himself in Speak, Memory, Pnin's vision is filtered through the 
twilight of his obstinately and obtusely American surroundings - 
objects such as his croquet mallet - both literally and 
metaphorically: 
Timofey Pnin was again the clumsy, shy, obstinate, 
eighteen -year -old boy, waiting in the dark for Mira - and 
despite the fact that logical thought put electric bulbs into 
the kerosene lamps and reshuffled the people, turning 
them into aging émigrés and securely, hopelessly, forever 
wire -netting the lighted porch, my poor Pnin with 
hallucinatory sharpness, imagined Mira slipping out of 
there into the garden and coming toward him among tall 
tobacco flowers whose dull white mingled in the dark with 
that of her frock. This feeling coincided somehow with the 
sense of diffusion and dilation within his chest. Gently he 
laid his mallet aside and, to dissipate the anguish, started 
walking away from the house, through the silent pine 
grove. From a car which was parked near the garden tool 
house and which contained presumably at least two of his 
fellow guests' children, there issued a steady trickle of 
radio music. (111) 
Pnin has to remember this archetypal, heightened moment from his 
time with Mira via his untoward, present experience in exile: 
surrounded on the holiday estate not by his and Mira's parents, but 
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by fellow Russian émigrés, whose advanced age and expatriate 
condition remind him of his own. Sounds of jazz "trickle" in from a 
stranger's car where, more likely than not, two youngsters ( "at least 
two of his fellow guests' children ") are making love. The feeling of 
"diffusion and dilation" which he undergoes seems to be the bodily 
effect of the attempt to thrust himself out of present time, through 
the sensible, obdurate wire netting on the American porch, so as to 
be out of hearing of the pervasive, alien sounds of American songs 
and American loves. While in imagination a Russian countryside 
can be spied through American undergrowth, the distance of exile 
and language adds literally a further, still more crushing dimension 
to the distance of age. 
Mira is not remembered bathing like Tamara, or singing and 
making wreaths. But there is an indirect link, via Tamara, between 
Mira and Ophelia. Mira haunts Pnin so persistently because of her 
unimaginable death in a concentration camp (113). The earlier 
association of a Russian Ophelia singing and floating towards a final 
stillness seems to combine Nabokov's particular memories of 
Tamara, and Pnin's possible desire to so re- imagine Mira's appalling 
death10. 
There is at least one other moment of deep nostalgia in Pnin which 
is forcibly filtered through an absurdly unfavourable setting, and 
10 Although Jane Grayson (1977 :227 -231) limits her discussion of 
"autobiographical material" in Nabokov's fiction to similarities 
between Speak, Memory and the novel Mashen'ka (1926), whose 
heroine is based on Tamara - and whose name in Nabokov's 
English translation, Mary, is close to Mira - the critic omits any 
mention of Pnin in this context. 
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therefore still more strenuously pre -emptively disclaimed by the 
narrator (who continues to present himself as Pnin's superior, an 
American with a debonair but firmly controlled European past). 
This is Pnin's response to a Soviet propaganda film, shown on 
campus by two academic film buffs. To convey it, it is necessary to 
quote almost in full: 
The second part of the program consisted of an impressive 
Soviet documentary film, made in the late forties. It was 
supposed to contain not a jot of propaganda, to be all sheer 
art, merrymaking, and the euphoria of proud toil. 
Handsome, unkempt girls marched in an immemorial 
Spring Festival with banners bearing snatches of old 
Russian ballads such as 'Ruki proch of Korei', 'Bas les mains 
devant la Corée' [...] The latest Zim passenger model started 
out with [a] factory worker's family [...] for a picnic in the 
country. And then -- 
'I must not, I must not, oh it is idiotical,' said Pnin to 
himself as he felt - unaccountably, ridiculously, 
humiliatingly - his tear glands discharge their hot, infantine 
[sic], uncontrollable fluid. 
In a haze of sunshine - sunshine projecting in vaporous 
shafts between the white boles of birches [...] trembling in 
eyelets upon the bark, [...] shining and smoking among the 
ghosts of racemose bird cherries in scumbled bloom - a 
Russian wildwood enveloped the rambler. [...] The rambler 
still followed in mind that road as he trudged back to his 
anachronistic lodgings; was again the youth who had 
walked through those woods with a fat book under his arm; 
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the road emerged into the romantic, free, beloved radiance 
of a great field unmowed by time E...] as drowsiness 
overcame Pnin, who was now fairly snug in bed with two 
alarm clocks alongside, one set at 7.30, the other at 8, 
clicking and clucking on his night table. (67 -8) 
There could be nothing more humiliating to Pnin than being moved 
by a Soviet film; by the kitschily sinister production of a 
totalitarian régime which destroyed the "Russian wildwood" as Pnin 
knew it (as surrounding dachas), catapulting his family and his 
whole class out of it. The trees are "ghosts" because they are dead 
for him, not only because they are ephemeral cinematic images (not 
to mention fictional verbal icons). Just as mortifying for Pnin in our 
eyes, though unbeknown to him, is the absurd contrast between the 
freedom of his youthful wanderings and the constraint represented 
by the two vigilant alarm clocks, soon to wake him to American 
time. And yet, perhaps it is fitting that they should be set at two 
different times - contiguous Russian and American durations. This 
hinted meaning is strengthened later in the book by an intriguing 
snatch of prose doggerel which Pnin's presence inspires in a 
mediocre Anglo -Saxon academic: "We sat and drank, each with a 
separate past locked up in him, and fate's alarm clocks set at 
unrelated futures..." (137). 
With the words "hot, infantine and uncontrollable fluid ", the 
narrator keeps Pnin's emotion at arm's length. His own voice, 
although not unsympathetic, is nothing if not controlled; he seems 
someone that would never be guilty of being "idiotical ". Yet it is 
more than a coincidence that the vista of illusory, filmed trees into 
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which Pnin's young and old eye travels should include elaborately, 
picturesquely named "racemose bird cherries in scumbled bloom" - 
exactly the species whose "foamy bloom" and poetic name Nabokov 
tenderly recalls in Speak, Memory as an emblem of summer: "June 
[...1 when the fragrant cheryomuha (racemose old -world bird cherry 
or simply 'racemosa' as I have baptized it in my work on 'Onegin') 
was in foamy bloom..." (56). The blossoms are associated for 
Nabokov with his cherished project of translating Pushkin's poem 
into English. Nabokov draws on the more intimate of his personal 
memories to imagine the experience of a Russian emigrant moved 
unexpectedly and mortifyingly by a glimpse of Russia in a film 
made by the authors of his childhood's destruction, and of his 
family's dispersion. Pnin's response would not be alien to him. 
6. 
The narrator's ousting of Pnin as both professor and protagonist 
may be seen as an allegorical representation of the author's own 
acculturation. But apart from the securing of Pnin's professorship - 
which is the undoubted telos of the whole novel - there is not much 
in the plot to suggest a gradual dissolution of Pnin's personality into 
the narrator's. If anything, the distance between the two is 
deliberately maintained throughout. 
Indeed, in the epilogue, the narrator is at his greatest pains to 
distinguish himself from Pnin through his "reminiscences" of their 
very different childhoods, Pnin's middle class and urban (based 
always in St. Petersburg), his own aristocratic, the early part spent 
in a country villa outside the same city - like the Nabokovs' Vyra. 
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And yet, methinks the lady doth protest too much. The pseudo - 
biographical and autobiographical details are of course part of 
Nabokov's joke about Pnin's existence as a historical figure. It 
reminds us of what the narrator unnervingly relates about how 
Pnin once accused him of being an inveterate liar: "'Now, don't 
believe a word he says, Georgiy Aramovich. He makes up 
everything. [...] He is a dreadful inventor (on uzhasnïy 
vïdumshchik)"' (185). 
Just as the narrator "admits" to Pnin's charge, he confidentially 
offers it as a trustworthy English translation of overheard Russian, 
as if he expected us to believe him, knowing at the same time that 
we have no choice. But the strenuousness of his insistence on Pnin's 
middle class background, socially inferior to his own (and 
Nabokov's), and even on Pnin's amiable character in opposition to 
his own aristocratic haughtiness as a child which he supposedly 
regrets as an adult ( "at sixteen I was as arrogant as I was shy" 
[149]), hints at a strong desire not to be confused with the amusing, 
defenceless figure of Pnin. 
In fact, there seems to be a desire to reduce Pnin to nothing. The 
narrator's hidden malice does not stop at his dislodging of Pnin 
from his academic perch. It travels backwards, encompassing Pnin's 
brief happiness with his former wife, Liza Bogolepov, who, we 
learn, fell back on him temporarily as a means of recovering from a 
love affair with, it transpires, none other than the narrator. 
The narrator is not merely a polished, assimilated émigré 
adversary of the protagonist. In addition to that, he is also a "Pnin" 
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himself, made gradually aware of, and anxious to avoid, whatever it 
is about him that strikes Americans as naïve or freakish - a fate 
worse than death, one senses - yet at the same time cognizant of 
the loss involved in becoming so aware. A sense of that loss would 
go some way toward accounting for the narrator's ambivalence 
about Pnin. 
Nabokov's impulse is to have his cake (or his Russian "tort ") and eat 
it too. Like the narrator, who is an apt self -parody on Nabokov's 
part, Nabokov is able to assume a superiority or at least a seniority 
to "Pnin" by virtue of his dazzling mastery of English. The "Pnin" in 
himself - or more precisely, the tendencies that threatened to make 
a Pnin of him - have been superseded. But Nabokov also wants to 
share in modest Pnin's unconscious superiority over his American 
colleagues, and this wish is echoed by the narrator's attempts at a 
rapprochement with Pnin which Pnin rebuffs. 
In the last pages Nabokov has the narrator inadvertently provide 
us with an apt model for his own mode of narration by giving a 
detailed account of the English Professor Jack Cockerell's "brilliant" 
protracted impersonation of Pnin, based on "the Pninian wild 
English" (157). The evening's entertainment "somehow" leaves the 
narrator with "the mental counterpart of a bad taste in [his] 
mouth ". In much the same way, his own relentless wit at Pnin's 
expense has begun to pall on readers and even on himself. The 
very trick with which Cockerell concludes his performance, a prank 
call to Pnin, is unmistakably (if exaggeratedly) in the intrusive 
style of the narrator's treatment of his subject. It therefore comes 
as no surprise that the narrator cannot refrain from joining in, 
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despite his supposed disapproval of the plan (which we do not hear 
him voicing to his host). 
One remark in particular clinches the similarity between these two 
mockers of Pnin: 
the whole thing grew to be such a bore that I fell 
wondering if by some poetical vengeance this Pnin business 
had not become with Cockerell the kind of fatal obsession 
which substitutes its own victim for that of the initial 
ridicule. (158) 
The obvious target here are Pnin's American mimics, but the 
phrase "poetical vengeance" with its play on "poetic justice" alerts 
us to the textual justice being administered here: the narrator has 
till now had carte blanche to satirize Pain, but in the end has 
himself become the object of the author's wit. This is Nabokov's 
mordant comment on his own English -bound mouthpiece - a point 
apparently not lost on the perceptive narrator, who is by now 
suffering from a guilty ennui. The narrator is forced away from his 
real kindred spirit, Pnin, to his false one, Cockerell, as punishment 
for his easy adaptation to, and alignment with, the English- speaking 
world. 
The disowned narrator has a significance beyond that of a technical 
device. Who or what precisely might he represent for Nabokov, 
insofar as the novel reflects on the author's personal bilingual 
trajectory? I believe some of the reactions Nabokov's Russian prose 
provoked among fellow Russian émigré critics are relevant here. 
150 
They knew him as "Sirin ", the pseudonym which he dropped when 
beginning to write in English. In Pnin, the fictional Russian émigrés 
at Cook's place in "Onkwedo" automatically rank "Sirin" (in a 
typically unobtrusive self -referential touch) with the great émigré 
writer Bunin in their conversations. The praise of the real Russian 
critics was more qualified. 
Georgy Adamovich (1931;1935) admits to being disconcerted by 
Sirin's "un- Russianness ". He speaks of the "cold" and "deserted" feel 
of Sirin's world, in which it is "impossible to breathe" (cited in 
Grayson 1977:234 -5). V.F. Khodasevich (1937) admires Sirin with 
less reserve, but agrees that he shows a fascination for form and 
artifice almost unique in Russian literature, and very little for 
character and plot as conventionally understood. In a startlingly 
prescient and Nabokovian image, he compares Sirin's role as 
narrator with the case of a conjuror (fokusnik) who, having once 
amazed his spectators, is ready to expose the workings of his 
"laboratory of marvels" (ibid.:236, my translation). Gleb Struve 
(1930) comments that Shin lacks a trait present in all other great 
Russian writers - significantly, bar Gogol - namely, "lyubov' k 
cheloveku ", "love of man" (ibid.:237), being pitiless towards his 
"soulless" characters. 
Perhaps the most interesting criticism is the charge levelled at Sirin 
successively in the late twenties by Mikhail Osorgin, Adamovich 
and Georgy Ivanov (Grayson 1977:2 -3). Well before Sirin 
"betrayed" his native language and turned to English, what "the 
jealous guardians of the Russian literary tradition so much feared" 
as Grayson puts it, his Russian prose was accused of being, still 
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hypothetically, far too easily translatable; far too accommodating of 
"foreign" forms, "average" French and German models. As Grayson 
adds, in the light of his later development, these statements have 
all "the piquancy of prophecy ". 
The accusation of ready translatability has a special link in the 
Russian literary tradition with the accusation of "soullessness ". In 
his diary of 1873 -1876, Dostoevsky dramatically warns mothers 
against the folly of bringing their children up speaking modish 
French and German better than Russian, while shrugging off with 
impatient sarcasm the potential response that this polemical theme 
is by now "passé ". The effect on the future Russian writer will be 
the weight of a corrupt, soulless (bez dushy) personality: 
Having all his life a dead, sickly, stolen language with timid 
forms learnt by rote, [...] he will constantly agonize because 
of the unceasing effort and strain - both intellectual and 
moral - of expressing himself and his soul. [...] He himself 
will be pained to realize that his thoughts are incomplete, 
frivolous, and cynical [...] the result of the insignificant, 
trivial forms in which they have been encapsulated all his 
life; he will become aware, at last, that even his heart has 
been corrupted. (1993:575) 
While it may be inevitable that English- speaking critics will take 
this strident language with a large grain of salt, it is significant that 
Shin should have evoked such a unanimous response in virtue of 
his "soulless ", "cold ", too easily translatable "un- Russianness ". A 
Russian émigré "fan" of the writer, Avgusta Jaryc, echoed his critics 
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when she reputedly asked one of his friends, "What do you think, 
does Nabokov have a soul ?" (cited in Diment 1997:132). Assuming 
that there were some cultural as well as intersubjective truth in 
these critics' shared perception of him as artificial and smoothly 
international already in his Russian phase, one could imagine the 
increasing division such a self or "soul" would undergo in 
undertaking as massive a self -translation as Nabokov did. 
In a letter to his wife, written after he had wrenched himself away 
from writing in Russian, Nabokov speaks movingly of the 
vicissitudes of his relationship with English as his new artistic 
medium. His words engage uncannily with elements in Dostoevsky's 
admonition ( "he himself will be pained to realize that his thoughts 
are incomplete "), without the latter's hyperbole: 
Yesterday [...] on my walk I was pleasantly pierced by a 
lightning bolt of inspiration, I had a passionate desire to 
write, and write in Russian, and I must not. I don't think 
that anyone who has not experienced this feeling can really 
understand its tortuousness, its tragic aspect. The English 
language in this light is illusion and ersatz. (cited in Field 
1977:249, Field's translation) 
This personal admission - made, significantly, in Russian, and to the 
closest of people - captures eloquently the nature of the 
predicament of writers who change the language of their writing, 
thereby losing their native tongue, felt as a pure extension of 
themselves. It also resonates closely with the aspects of the novel 
Pnin under discussion: the connections between the character of 
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Pnin, the figure of the novel's narrator, and that elusive yet 
ubiquitous third party, the implied author. In line with the phrase 
in his letter, Nabokov's spectacular facility with English could be 
seen as tending to produce a kind of "ersatz" self in his writing, 
something which is expressed in another letter of the same time 
(1942): 
The Sirin in me is beginning to arise since the time you 
were here. Someday a sagacious professor [doshlyi dotsent] 
will write about my absolutely tragic situation. I am too old 
to change conradically. [...] It's as though I created the 
person who composed The Real Life of Sebastian Knight 
and the poems in The New Yorker and all the rest, but it's 
not I who am creating - my relation to it is in the category 
of the pleasure one experiences in sport. (ibid.) 
Nabokov diagnoses himself with a condition of compulsive irony 
( "sport "), an inability to inhabit the alien persona projected by his 
use of English. The sparkling phrase "I am too old to change 
conradically" - which conveys a certain weariness even as it 
provokes a reader of his novels to deny it - seems to be a symptom 
of the same brilliantly productive disengagement, a kind of 
punning tic (a reflex he shares with both narrator and less adept 
"punster Pnin" [126]). In Pnin, however, written over a decade 
later, Nabokov was able to fashion a finite character out of the 
mock -self his earlier English had inadvertently "created" - namely, 
the novel's first person narrator, who composes his own narrative 
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within that of the authors'. The narrator is imbued with Nabokov's 
English -bound sense of self, but it is the author who is in charge of 
this Anglophone phantasm and would -be representative, and 
thereby free to grant his uncorruptedly Russophone Pnin a stronger 
claim on himself. Pnin's very struggle with English and 
ensnarement in Russian in this light is graced with a kind of 
integrity - as if it were a constitutional incapacity for linguistic and 
cultural compromise. 
Pnin is endowed with an acute sensitivity to life's cruelty which is 
evidently meant to bespeak the author's own responsiveness. 
Bypassing the tongue -in -cheek narrator, Nabokov invests himself 
together with Pnin in the grammatical subject "one" in the following 
passage, with none of the irony present in the narrator's earlier 
talk of how "you were reduced" to hunt for the English counterpart 
to a Russian verse from "Shekspír" (66): 
One had to forget - because one could not live with the 
thought that this graceful, fragile, tender young woman 
with those eyes, that smile, those gardens and snows in the 
background, had been brought in a cattle car to an 
extermination camp and killed by an injection of phenol 
into the heart, into the gentle heart one had heard beating 
under one's lips in the dusk of the past. 
11 Cf. Gennadi Barabtarlo's (1989:23 -43) intricate account of how 
the narrator's story fits into the author's narrative. According to 
Barabtarlo, "Pnin's cosmos [...] consists of two 'master patterns,' 
one inside the other [...] requir[ing] [that we put] brackets around 
N -'s subsidiary design, to separate it from Nabokov's embracing 
one" (23). 
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And since the exact form of her death had not been 
recorded, Mira kept dying a great number of deaths in 
one's mind, and undergoing a great number of 
resurrections, only to die again and again [...] inoculated 
with [...] broken glass, [...] gassed in a sham shower bath 
with prussic acid, burned alive in a pit on a gasoline- soaked 
pile of beechwood. (113) 
Nabokov is able to suggest grief like Pnin's with numbed depth. 
Particularly powerful is the image of the victim's recurrent agony 
in the mind of a survivor, which involuntarily rehearses every 
terrible possibility in the absence of certainty as to how her death 
was effected. In her searching study of relations between Nabokov, 
the fictional Pnin and Marc Szeftel, the man she shows to be Pnin's 
historical prototype, Galya Diment points to both biographical and 
autobiographical resonances in this passage. Nabokov's elder 
brother died in a concentration camp (to which he was taken 
"because of his homosexuality and outspokenness "). Nabokov's 
horror at the Nazis was further deepened by his knowledge that his 
own wife and son could have been interned as Jews and sent to a 
death camp had they not escaped France with him in 1940. On the 
other hand, it was his fellow émigré Marc Szeftel - himself Jewish, 
unlike Pnin but like Mira - whose "experience of having a beloved 
woman [his mother] perish in a concentration camp approximated 
most closely that of Pnin" (Diment 1997:53 -54). 
Nabokov's identification with Pnin in this passage is not literal - 
Mira is a fictional character - but it is affective, moral. By contrast, 
at the outset, his flippant narrator claims to find disappointing 
156 
what most would see as miraculous - an avalanche stopping just 
short of a village: 
Some people - and I am one of them - hate happy ends. We 
feel cheated. Harm is the norm. Doom should not jam. The 
avalanche stopping in its tracks a few feet above the 
cowering village behaves not only unnaturally but 
unethically. Had I been reading about this mild old man, 
instead of writing about him, I would have preferred him 
to discover, upon his arrival [...] that his lecture was not this 
Friday but the next. Actually, however, he [...] arrived 
safely. (25 -6) 
This passage explodes the illusion of a benevolent narrator which 
has hitherto been indulged, and is soon imperceptibly picked up 
again. The narrator's "ethics" are summed up in the amusingly 
inexorable sound of booming, alliterative, almost rhyming phrases, 
"Harm is the norm ", "Doom should not jam ". We are being teased for 
our old- fashioned realist expectations that a story should wear its 
fictionality demurely, in polite response to our suspension of 
disbelief. The narrator admits on the author's behalf to having 
invented Pnin, while still maintaining Pnin's independent existence 
as "this mild old man ". In the very narrative second of balancing 
possible turns of the plot (nasty versus nice outcomes for Pnin) the 
narrator reaffirms Pnin's "actual" status as a historical figure, 
whose story it is no place of his to distort, much as he dislikes 
"happy ends ". The novel's last lines retrospectively undo the 
narrator's grudging rescue -act by having Pnin's other chronicler, 
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Cockerell, inform us that "in fact" Pnin brought the wrong lecture, 
in an Escher -like narrative rnise -en- abîme. 
The point of juxtaposing this playful tour -de -force of callous 
narration with the later, psychologically clairvoyant depiction of 
sorrow is to bring out a movement which is central to the novel but 
has been largely overlooked12. In writing about Pnin, Nabokov 
gradually moves from the effortlessly bilingual, cosmopolitan, 
disengaged perspective of his narrator, equally ironic about Russian 
émigrés and Anglo- Americans, to an increasingly personal if still 
carefully camouflaged involvement with Pnin, as a deeply 
understood, in some ways envied, or regretted, Russian alter ego. 
Behind the scenes, the author withdraws support from the narrator, 
exposing his attempts to `falsify' Pnin's story by means of the 
background intervention of Pnin's own rebukes - while Pnin takes 
on a more and more dignified and elegiac aspect. This underlying 
development takes the triumphant sting out of the novel's end. It is 
the author's ambivalent Americanization - and surrender of 
Russian - that is figured in the plot's culminating event of the 
narrator installing himself in Pnin's place at Waindell. 
12 Galya Diment attributes the movement away from a 
" caricatural" Pnin toward a more poignantly human one, to 
Nabokov's increasing interest in the figure of his compatriot Marc 
Szeftel: "the 'humanized' Pnin is, in many ways, the 'Szeftelized' 
Pnin" (1977:51). Initially, Nabokov "most likely viewed Szeftel the 
same way [as] Pnin - as a caricature of himself ". My argument is 
not intended as a counter -interpretation to Diment's; the more 
tragic and substantial the protagonist becomes, the more fully the 
author is prepared to invest himself in the character. Szeftel's role 
as prototype for Pnin could have influenced this process. 
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7. 
Pnin's relationship between a capricious narrator and a vulnerable 
protagonist arguably draws on Nikolai Gogol's "The Overcoat ". In 
both tales, the narrator claims to champion his hero's cause while in 
fact exposing him to ridicule. At the same time, the taunts cast at 
the hero by his colleagues, whether Akakiy's fellow clerks or Pnin's 
American fellow academics, are themselves subjected to an adroit 
mockery, which appears to re -align the author with the 
downtrodden hero. In the fantastic dénouement of Gogol's story, 
Akakiy Akakiyevich is transformed from hapless civil servant into 
avenging spirit, a spectre to St. Petersburg. In his final dignified 
disappearance from Waindell (Nabokov's Wellesley /Cornell ?), 
Timofey Pnin has the air of a similarly vindicated phantom. 
In his essay on "The Overcoat ", Nabokov reaches the climactic 
conclusion that despite the unceasing friction between Akakiy's 
person and his environment, which results in his death and in the 
haunting of St. Petersburg, Akakiy and his intractable world are in 
some sense of a piece. They are both created out of Gogol's strange 
perceptions. One could say something similar of Pnin at "Waindell ". 
In America, Pnin continues to live in a bubble of Russianness which 
catches his ephemeral childhood world with the precarious finesse 
of the favourite toy he remembers, a glass bubble enclosing a 
snowy pine and miniature log cabin. The bubble motif recurs in the 
beautiful glass punch -bowl Pnin receives from Victor, his wife's 
son, the only figure to merit and return his love and (as noted 
earlier) a younger self -projection on Nabokov's part. Pnin almost 
loses this bowl in an accident with a nutcracker staged by the 
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noxious narrator. Like the toy globule with its cabin, Victor's 
translucent aquamarine bowl is a fragile emblem of home in exile. 
The glass snow dome is an image also used in Speak, Memory, but 
there it is not invested with the same curious sense. There, the 
hermetic power of memory is suggested, but not, as in Pnin, the 
power of inner language, Iingering cultural identity. 
Without this miraculously sustained inner atmosphere, Pnin would 
be as vulnerable to his Anglophone environment as if he were 
bereft of the "space helmet" of his skull, for so the narrator 
designates the skull in a characteristic flight of fancy that affords 
him a bird's- eye -view of struggling earthbound mortals. Such an 
aerial perspective marks the more haughtily would -be 
transcultural aspects of Pnin. By means of his international narrator 
Nabokov can transcend the awkward impression his own lisping, 
heavily palatalized "furry" Russian speech would make, were it to 
fall on American ears. By assigning his Russian sense of self the 
modest role of an immigrant Akakiy Akakiyevich, however, 
Nabokov re- asserts the inescapability of his earliest language, and 
the still precious feelings and understandings it has given him, 
which may continue to make him an anomaly to native English 
speakers. 
Pnin is written through interchanging perspectives of Nabokov's 
Russian ya and American- English "I ". The two linguistic and 
cultural territories of these respective selves are re- mapped into 
one, emerging within the outlines of Nabokov's ingeniously created 
Russian -American continent. The composite immigrant reality 
which results is a more personally underwritten one than has been 
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thought: created not by mere literary fíat, as the author too might 
partly imagine, but from unforeseeable and perplexing, personal 
experience - delightfully transmuted, but not transcended. 
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Chapter Four Maxine Hong Kingston's The Woman 
Warrior: an "'I' book" or a "small daughter" narrative? 
1. Introduction 
Maxine Hong Kingston's The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a 
Girlhood Among Ghosts (1976) explores a bicultural self, although 
the work is manifestly American, and its author, virtually a 
native speaker of English. Stated in that way this is hardly a 
controversial argument, but the book's numerous critics have 
concentrated to date on the author's coming to terms with her 
ethnic identity by means of a dialogue with her Chinese parents, 
as if she had always been an outsider to their emigrant 
community1. Sau -ling Cynthia Wong, a prominent and insightful 
commentator on the book, offers the salutary caveat that Chinese 
Americans have no "mystical genetic hotline to China's great 
traditions" (1991a:26), and cautions that: 
every narrated event in The Woman Warrior has been 
mediated by the imagination and voice of the narrator - 
protagonist[,...] an American -born daugher of immigrants 
[who] has no direct access to Chinese realities. (27) 
The first part of this statement is undeniable: Chinese culture is of 
course always mediated in the narrative by the voice of the 
American -born narrator. "[N]o direct access ", however, seems to 
1 Cf. for example Kim (1982), Wong (1991a, 1993), Wogowitsch 
(1995). 
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be an overstatement of the case. If "Chinese realities" are 
understood in terms of the life of a Chinese -speaking community, 
someone who has been brought up in the language and tradition 
of Chinese parents has experienced these realities directly, even if 
this has been outside China. Kingston's bicultural identity may be 
seen as emerging from a personal history which encompasses an 
early childhood lived directly within her parents' diasporic 
culture, an increasingly bewildered later childhood and 
adolescence, and an adult consciousness significantly shaped by 
its participation in mainstream American society. 
One could divide criticism of the The Woman Warrior roughly into 
the following approaches. Critics such as Sidonie Smith (1987), 
Suzanne Juhasz (1985) and Leslie Rabine (1979) have focussed on 
the text as a feminist work, although from various angles. Others, 
like Sau -ling Cynthia Wong (1991a, 1993) and Patricia Chu 
(1992), have concentrated on The Woman Warrior's literary 
achievement; Shirley Geok -Iin Lim (1992b) combines the two 
perspectives. Paul John Eakin (1985, 1992) explores TWW as both 
a "fiction" and a document of "cross -cultural life" - my own 
account draws significantly on his - but not with reference to 
specific contrasts between Cantonese- and American English - 
speaking cultures. When critics have discussed at any length the 
`Chineseness' of the book, they have turned their attention to its 
use of Chinese traditional sources (Kathryn VanSpanckeren 1991) 
or its alleged misuse of them (Frank Chin, cited in Kim 
1982:198) - or else to the narrator's confusions about her 
mother's culture (Elaine Kim 1982). 
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What has not been analysed or even much remarked upon in the 
secondary literature is the extent to which the narrator's own 
perspective is bicultural. In Articulate Silences: Hisaye Yamamoto, 
Maxine Hong Kingston, Joy Kogawa (1993) King -Kok Cheung comes 
closest to examining the text as a personal narrative of bicultural 
experience. The present chapter will explore this aspect of the 
work in depth; since Cheung has raised important issues in the 
area, my argument both connects with hers and takes her up on a 
number of points. A characteristic passage from Cheung's account 
suggests how keenly she is aware of the bicultural nature of 
Kingston's narrative voice: 
Maxine not only draws strengths from her mother but 
also mobilizes her own bicultural resources - resources 
that Brave Orchid, set in Chinese ways, does not possess. 
The daughter is able, for instance, to allow the play of 
dominations to take its course. To know that there is both 
a Chinese and an American way to be "feminine" is to 
deprive each of absolute claim, thereby deessentializing 
femininity. By pitting Chinese patriarchal rules against 
Euro- American ones, Kingston splinters the force of both 
Chinese and white cultural authority. (99) 
Cheung's remarks about The Woman Warrior here are arresting in 
their similarity to Eva Hoffman's reflections on her own dizzying 
yet sometimes freeing sense of the relativity of perceived cultural 
truths, as induced by her growing familiarity with Anglo- 
American culture. 
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The second generation self of Kingston's autobiography is 
bicultural and bilingual in a different way from the self explored 
by a first generation immigrant writer like Eva Hoffman, or even 
Kazuo Ishiguro, who was five when he left Japan. Whereas 
Hoffman and Ishiguro had some exposure to their parents' culture 
on its home -ground, the relation between the main cultural 
sources of Kingston's narrative self is more asymmetrical. As 
Patricia Chu (1992) puts it, Kingston is 
a cultural double agent, shuttling between cultures [...]. 
But because [she] was born and educated in the United 
States, and studied English and American literature in 
college, [...] her own position in relation to them, is not 
symmetrical. (99) 
Secondly, the internal comparison between American and Chinese 
(already emigrant) ways of life which The Woman Warrior evokes 
does not stretch back to a time when America was unknown. Like 
Richard Rodriguez's Mexican Spanish2, the protagonist Maxine's 
Cantonese was always spoken against the background of 
American English, which would have made daily encroachments. 
Moreover it is only the earliest years, those hardest to recall and 
often subject to childhood amnesia (cf. Wetzler and Sweeney 
1986), in which Cantonese was Maxine's sole language. 
2 See chapter five. 
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A well -known passage in The Woman Warrior suggests, however, 
that there was a time when Maxine or Ting Ting3 was what could 
be called a `fledgling I', in the sense that she encountered the 
English pronoun at school for the first time and was unable to 
pronounce it, much less assume it: 
Reading out loud[...], I stopped often. I could not 
understand 'I'. The Chinese 'I' has seven strokes, 
intricacies. How could the American assuredly 
wearing a hat like the Chinese, have only three strokes, 
the middle so straight? Was it out of politeness that this 
writer left off strokes the way a Chinese has to write her 
own name small and crooked? No, it was not politeness; 
'I' is a capital and you is lower -case. I stared at that 
middle line and waited so long for its black center to 
resolve into tight strokes and dots that I forgot to 
pronounce it. (166 -167) 
This passage implies that there was a time when the English "I" 
which the author so confidently uses even to invoke this period 
( "I could not understand `I "') was unrecognizable to her. It 
recaptures a foreignness perceived by the pre -"I" even though it 
is written by "I ". By giving her faltering encounter with the 
English pronoun an attention that complements the close 
"star[ing]" and "wait[ing]" attention given to the pronoun by the 
child, Kingston expresses an unusual empathy with her own pre - 
English self, her remote Chinese 'ngo. Her account shows Kingston 
3 Kingston's Chinese given name according to a review she quotes 
(1982:58). 
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attempting to get to the other side of the boundary demarcated 
by this recurrent episode. 
Margit Wogowitsch (1995) has pointed out that the features 
Maxine ascribes here to the Chinese character and the English 
letter are partly symbolic of the concepts of self which in her 
experience are prevalent in each culture. She suggests that the 
"intricacies" of the Chinese ideograph are a metaphor for the 
complexities of Chinese emigrant life which Maxine is trying to 
sort out, and about which her parents will not enlighten her, since 
they are afraid of information passing into the hands of 
immigration authorities who they fear will deport them back to 
China4. "The bold, simple, `straight' strokes of the genderless 
English pronoun express the assertive individualism of the self in 
American culture" (Wogowitsch 1995:21). Wogowitsch accurately 
perceives that for the mature author: 
[Hier Chinese identity with its many 'intricacies' appears 
more complicated to Kingston than her American 'I' 
which implies self- confidence, 'assuredly wearing a hat' 
and consisting of three strokes 'only'. (22) 
In these early school lessons, however, the confident appearance 
of the English capital letter is only beginning to strike Maxine, 
who expects the first person pronoun to be "polite ", as it is in 
Chinese. The account of the impression the foreign letter makes 
4 Elaine Kim (1982:200 -201, 204) discusses in detail how the 
parents' secrecy contributes to their children's confusion about 
Chinese culture. 
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on the child, who has already learnt another system of writing, 
represents both the author' s hindsight as to cross -cultural 
differences, and the child's intuitive but still uncertain 
penetration into the characteristics of the self she will be required 
to become. 
The "American `I "' has become to all intents and purposes 
Kingston's native resource, so much so that the initial transition 
described here, which the author still remembers, has to some 
extent to be entertained hypothetically, reconstructed from its 
evident consequences. The Woman Warrior is very much the 
work of an American writer, as Kingston has had to remind some 
critics. In a review of her early reviewers she rejects the 
inaccurate classification of her as a "Chinese" writer, and is 
thankful for a review which describes the book as "irrevocably 
Californian" (1982:58). The Woman Warrior is the work of a 
Chinese American consciousness steeped in Anglo- American ways 
of seeing. The author takes these as a reference point deliberately 
in recounting her mother' s Chinese "talk- stories ", but I would 
argue that the narrative is also to some degree unconsciously 
shaped by them. This chapter deals with both kinds of cultural 
assumptions embedded in the narrative: first with those it takes 
to be not fully self- conscious, and then with those the author 
clearly recognizes and exploits for her own purposes. 
2. Chinese and Anglo- American concepts of self: 
relational vs. autonomous? 
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Susan Friedman has spoken of the "profoundly different" concepts 
of self articulated in autobiographies in English by AngIo- 
American male writers on the one hand and "women" and 
"minority" writers on the other. She argues that the emphasis on 
individualism in traditional autobiographical criticism has skewed 
readings away from an adequate appreciation of minority writers: 
The model of separate and unique selfhood[...] establishes 
a critical bias that Ieads to the (mis)reading and 
marginalization of autobiographical texts by women and 
minorities in the processes of canon formation. (cited in 
Hidalgo 1994:7) 
She contends that this bias 
does not take into account the importance of a culturally 
imposed group identity for women and minorities[...]. 
[T]he emphasis on separateness ignores the difference in 
socialization in the construction of male and female 
gender identity. From both an ideological and 
psychological perspective, [...] individualistic paradigms 
of the self ignore the role of collective and relational 
identities in the individuation process of women and 
minorities. (ibid.) 
What Friedman separates out as "ideology" and "psychology" is, 
for Edward Sapir, essentially the same phenomenon (cf. Sapir 
1993). Indeed, the ideology/ psychology of individualism is as 
much a "culturally imposed group identity" for Western writers, 
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as "collective" and "relational" identities could be said to be for 
many minority writers - and for many non -Western peoples 
generally. Friedman's statement does not pick up on the 
difference in "individuation process[es]" between women of Euro- 
American background and women belonging to (non- Western) 
minority groups, which may be as "profound" as that she intuits 
between Western men and women. 
The alliance between the conceptions of self held by Euro- 
American women and non -Euro- American people (a very broad 
category) is not a self- evident one. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 
among others, has warned of the dangers of imposing a First 
World woman's cultural perspective on that of Third World 
women (1992:185 -191). Traditional 'Anglo' perceptions and 
values are likely to inform the attitudes of women writers from 
that culture as well as men - even when those women seek 
consciously to define themselves against such norms. 
Friedman's basic point, however, is important and pertinent. A 
profound difference in conceptions of "self" or of person clearly 
underwrites the dissimilar autobiographies of Western and non - 
Western writers (cf. Pei -yi Wu 1984), and impinges on Anglo- 
Asian bicultural writing. What the difference is exactly, is harder 
to determine, yet an opposition between something like the 
rather schematic models of an autonomous individual and a 
(more) communal sense of self tends to recur in discussion. In an 
essay on the Chinese Iiterary sources of Kingston's The Woman 
Warrior, Kathryn VanSpanckeren (1991:44) cites Robert Hegel, 
who contrasts "the Western concept of an individual self and the 
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Asian communal self ". In China, VanSpanckeren reports Hegel as 
saying, "the self is largely a function of one's social identity 
(shaped by the Confucian values of duty, filial obligation, and 
piety)" (44). 
This description is supported by Francis Hsu's (1985) definition 
(in his essay "The Self in Cross -Cultural Perspective ") of jen, the 
"concept of man" in Chinese which, unlike the English "self ", 
appears to comprise or be extended to "an individual's 
transactions with his fellow human beings" (33). It can hence be 
denied as an attribute to someone who transgresses certain key 
moral precepts. Hsu writes that Chinese people would be more 
likely to say "`pu shih jen' (he is not a jen)" of a man who has 
abandoned his parents, than of a man who cheats his friends, who 
is better described as "`huai jen' (bad jen)" (33). He distinguishes 
as follows between the English term "personality" and jen: 
The central focus of the concept of personality is the 
individual's deep core of complexes and anxieties, while 
the nature of his interpersonal relationships is seen 
merely as indicators or expressions of these. [...] But the 
central focus of the concept of jen is the place of the 
individual in a web of interpersonal relationships, while 
his wishes, predilections, and anxieties are judged 
according to whether they contribute to or destroy his 
interpersonal relationships. (33) 
While there is a simplification in Hsu's account of the Western 
concept of "personality" when he reduces the social aspect of 
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personality to "merely" the expression of its "complexes ", the fact 
that the personal wishes of jen derive value only as they support 
and avoid threatening harmonious relations with others, certainly 
seems very distant from the ' Anglo' understanding of "self ". 
Hearing this, a Western reader is unlikely to experience a shock of 
recognition. 
Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism alike share the central belief 
that "self- cultivation involves the development of selflessness" (R. 
Hegel, cited in VanSpanckeren 1991:44). As VanSpanckeren 
paraphrases Hegel with an eye to Kingston's text, 
The individualistic self and its desires and attachments 
are distortions ('ghosts') to be transcended. Kingston 
struggles with this ancient philosophical tradition, which 
includes belief in the overriding duty to family and in 
the inferiority of women. (44 -45) 
Kingston seeks some continuity between the exceptional woman 
warrior of Chinese legend, her aptly named "brave" mother 
( "Brave Orchid "), and the assertive American self she herself has 
aspired to be. Her narrator attempts to assimilate her mother's 
resilience in the face of immigrant hardship, and what she knows 
of her mother's earlier career as a doctor in "New Society Village ", 
to her own American ideal of the independent woman. The 
narrator wants to draw strength from her inheritance, yet she 
faces squarely and often discomfitingly both its strangeness to 
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her American environment (an "invisible" world of "ghosts "5 in 
"solid America ") and the aspects of it which she continues to find 
hateful, and is glad to have rebelled against as a child. To 
accomplish these aims she must negotiate between the concept of 
person taken for granted by her parents and the one she has 
herself grown into, in the majority culture. 
The difference between the upper case English "I" the child 
Maxine struggles with at school in California, and the more 
"intricate" Chinese ideograph she knows, cannot be fully captured 
in the distinguishing terms "autonomous" and "relational" selves 
5 In her insightful essay "The Woman Warrior as a Search for 
Ghosts ", Gayle K. Fujita Sato (1991) argues that the word "'ghost' is 
a multiple signifier representing both concrete phenomena and 
abstractions" (139). For Maxine's parents, the word "Kuei ", 
approximately "ghost" or "demon ", denotes all non- Chinese, but 
pre- eminently Anglo- Americans. Like the Spanish word gringos 
used in Richard Rodriguez's Mexican -American family (see 
chapter five), "Kuei" expresses the Chinese emigrants' perception 
of the locals as foreigners, which mirrors their own image as 
outsiders. Other connotations of "ghost ", some related and some 
antithetical to "Kuei ", include Maxine's American -influenced 
dismissal of her parents' Chinese beliefs as unreal or not "logical" 
(TWW 204), the adult artist's embracing of them as rich sources 
of fiction, and the ancestral haunting of the narrator by her 
silenced aunt - a figure for her ambivalent alliance with her 
native culture. The immigrant parents and American -born 
children are ghosts for one another: Maxine relates that "they 
would not tell us [secrets] because we'd been born among ghosts 
[...] and were ghost -like" (TWW 183). While these connotations are 
relevant to the theme of self -translation, they are mostly beyond 
the scope of this chapter, which focusses on TWW as a translation 
from a Chinese -speaking self into an American English "I ". Later 
sections of this chapter touch on some of them. 
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as they are used (for example) by Susan Friedman (as cited in 
Hidalgo 1994) or by Paul John Eakin (1998). Friedman uses the 
expressions to denote gender -based differences within 
mainstream Anglo- American autobiographical writing (see 
discussion above). In Eakin's work, the concept of the "relational 
self" is shown to be more adequate to the complex reality of 
selfhood than the notion of an "autonomous" self upheld by many 
male autobiographers and autobiographical theorists in the 
Western tradition. For cross -cultural purposes, the limitation of 
the phrase "relational self" in either usage is that it still suggests - 
true to its Western context - a pivot from which relations radiate. 
It still necessarily implies 
upper case "I "s. 
an upper case "I" in relation to other 
That the difference in pronoun use between languages is 
psychologically significant and bound up with varying cultural 
understandings about the human being is argued forcefully by 
the authors of Pronouns and People (1990), Rom Harré and Peter 
Mühlhäusler. These authors set out their aim as being: "to 
correlate first and foremost [...] pronominal use and concepts of 
self and secondarily pronoun forms and social practices" (15). 
They argue that: 
[T]he grammar of the verbal items [and in particular 
"person- referential terms" such as pronouns] used to 
create a context of communication [...] can be shown to 
include knowledge of the social and psychological 
conventions of the culture of the people that use that 
grammar. (16) 
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The "author's note" of an earlier Chinese American 
autobiographer, Jade Snow Wong (author of Fifth Chinese 
Daughter [1951]), is instructive as well as intriguing in this 
context. Her note may well be the inspiration for Kingston's 
passage on Chinese and English first person pronouns. In an 
interview (cited in Lim 1992b:256), Kingston has acknowledged 
her debt to Wong's book, as the only "available" Chinese American 
work that she could take as a model. In her prefatory note Wong 
(1951:9) excuses the third person narration in her autobiography 
by invoking the "literally practised" "submergence of the 
individual" 
rather than 
in written Chinese. The "word 'I"' is "understood" 
voiced: 
in letters to her 
it "almost never appears ". Wong explains that 
own father, she would 
daughter Jade Snow" when referring to 
always write "small 
herself, and would 
moreover write the characters "half the size of the regular 
ideographs" (9), a practise Kingston is perhaps alluding to when 
she refers to Chinese women having to write their own name 
"small and crooked ". 
For Kingston, the custom of writing one's name small is clearly on 
a par with the telling linguistic fact that a Chinese word for "the 
female I" happens to be "slave" ( "Break the women with their 
own tongues! "[47], the narrator exclaims)6. As Margit Wogowitsch 
(1995) observes, the dimensions and distortion of Chinese 
women's written names represent for the author a kind of 
6 King -Kok Cheung (1992:186) identifies this word as "nu ". It was 
"used by women in ancient times in a self- reference[...]. That 
usage is now obsolete ". 
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"pictogram of their dwarfing" (21) in traditional society. Jade 
Snow Wong, by contrast, does not appear to protest against this 
self- effacing form of notation. She adds that her father too, 
although "he owes [her] no respect ", would always refer to himself 
in the third person as "Father ", in his letters to her (1951:9). To a 
contemporary, Jade Snow would indicate herself with the term 
"younger sister "7. The act of writing "an 'I' book" "would seem 
outrageously immodest" by the standards of "Chinese propriety ", 
so she has written this "first person singular book" in the third 
person "from Chinese habit ". 
The singular phrase "an 'I' book" is, I think, a clue to the thought 
Kingston may have given to this out -of- the -way passage in Fifth 
Chinese Daughter, rather as Eva Hoffman was drawn to a sentence 
- again, relegated to a preface - in her precursor Russian Jewish 
immigrant Mary Antin's autobiography The Promised Land 
(1912): "It is painful to be consciously of two worlds ". This was a 
sentiment that Antin's America "did not encourage her to expand 
on" as Hoffman puts it (1989:163), but which Hoffman affirms she 
herself knows intimately. Wong's phrase "an 'I' book" is almost 
repeated by Kingston in an interview when she describes T h e 
Woman Warrior as "a selfish book" dominated by the "viewpoint" 
of its narrator which "overlays" that of the characters, as 
contrasted with the storyteller of China Men whom she sees as 
both more detached, and more compassionate: 
7 Cf. Wilhelm Wundt (cited in Harré and Mühlhäusler 1990:74), 
who writes: "In Chinese everyday speech the personal pronoun I 
has been replaced by 'the little younger brother', 'the less worthy 
one' or 'the fooI', whereas 'you' has been replaced by 'the big 
older brother', 'the wise one', 'the old one -. 
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In China Men the person who `talks story' is not so 
intrusive. I bring myself in and out of the stories, but in 
effect, I'm more distant. The more I was able to 
understand my characters, the more I was able to write 
from their point of view and the less interested I was in 
relating how I felt about them. (interview with Timothy 
Pfaff 1980, cited in Skenazy and Martin 1998:18) 
Thus, for Kingston as critic, while in China Men the narrator's "I" 
is still present, it comes and goes, featuring much less often than 
in the comparative "'I' book" of her earlier memoir. Elsewhere 
Kingston reinforces this impression by asserting that in China 
Men, "`I' am nothing but who `I' am in relation to other people" 
(1991:23). 
While we know what Wong means when she says that her father 
"owes [her] no respect" - that is, as far as conventionally 
deferential terms of address are concerned - the phrase already 
indicates a critical difference between her still significantly 
Chinese concept of self, governed by the third person form she 
obediently maintains, and Kingston's much more Anglified, first 
person singular conception. Wong's autobiography shows how 
deeply she wishes to earn her father's respect, through 
achievements admired in her parents' host culture, such as 
graduating from college and writing the book itself, but she 
acknowledges that he is not bound to grant it by any traditional 
duty. She will receive respect of the sort she wants neither as a 
matter of course, nor as a reward for her accomplishments. 
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In The Woman Warrior and China Men, Kingston claims respect 
from each parent regardless of achievement, since she sees how 
small an impact her "straight A's" at school have on them. She is 
by turns demanding ( "When I visit the family now, I wrap my 
American successes around me like a private shawl: I am worthy 
of eating the food ", T W W 52) and eloquently pleading in her 
campaign ( "Father, [,..] I'll tell you what I suppose from your 
silences[...]. You'll just have to speak up with the real stories if 
I've got you wrong ", CM 18). The disparity between narrating self 
and narrated "I" in the "private shawl" sentence assumes, and 
takes its readers to assume, that a certain unconditional respect is 
an innate right of every person. Maxine still has a futile desire to 
impress her parents with successes, but the narrator is implying 
that to expect a daughter to justify her claim to be fed is to place 
an intolerable burden on her. The contrast with Wong's work 
demonstrates more than the distinction between a feminist and a 
traditionally 'modest' approach within Anglo- American society; 
Jade Snow's father, for all that his personal ideograph is full- sized, 
also refers to himself in the third person, and would apparently 
find it unthinkable to write about himself regularly as "I ". 
Significantly, he denotes himself always as "father" to Jade Snow, 
and she reciprocates with "daughter ", their interaction continually 
reminding them of the relation between them. 
What Wong reveals about the customary way of referring to - and 
therefore, as Harré and Mühlhäusler have contended, to an 
important degree of thinking about - oneself in Chinese, suggests 
a more radically "relational" concept of self than that claimed by 
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Friedman for American women. According to this concept, who 
one is for oneself and others appears to depend largely if not 
entirely on a particular social relation (rather than on any self - 
definition), which determines the pronoun or expression a person 
uses to refer to him or herself. The relation inscribed in the term 
of self- reference reveals who one is. This varíes, since one is 
defined according to the relation one is in at a given moment, a 
more thoroughly relative notion than for example Eakin's sense of 
the self as constituted by (predominantly past) relations with 
"significant others ". 
Some anthropologists and linguists (cf. Geertz 1983, Harré and 
Mühlhäusler 1990, Foley 19978) go so far as to suggest that there 
is no continuous or stable sense of self across the different 
pronouns a person uses to refer to him or herself in cultures like 
Japan's. They offer this not as a universal account of human 
8 Geertz (1983:62) has famously said: "anything [...] characteristic 
of the individual merely because he is who he is [...] is muted in 
favor of his assigned place in the [...] never -changing pageant that 
is Balinese life. It is dramatis personae, not actors, that endure; 
indeed it is dramatis personae, not actors, that in the proper sense 
really exist ". Harré and Mühlhäusler (1990:90 -91) write: "within 
the framework of the linguistic version of social constructivism 
there is no need to suppose that there is some autonomous mental 
realm existing behind the acts of speaking. In updating [G.H.] 
Mead's insight, we want to [...] [suggest] that the grammar of the 
forms of person reference [,..] might be an essential medium for 
the acquisition by a person of the socíaIIy based concepts of self ". 
William Foley (1997:264) questions the idea that "individual self - 
consciousness as a bounded embodied being is a universal 
property of humans ", arguing that "individual experience does not 
a self make, for there is no evidence for any universal- bounding 
properties underpinning this experience ". 
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selfhood, as does Lacanian psychoanalytic theory and influenced 
criticism (cf. Lim 1992b:257), but as a specific characteristic of 
what it is like to be a person in certain cultures, which differs 
vastly from the perception and experience characteristic of 
Western cultures. In her otherwise perceptive analysis of the 
"multiply conflictual subject" of Kingston's narrator who "is able to 
move through all the personal pronouns (I, they, everyone, we) ", 
Shirley Geok -lin Lim (1992b) draws on Alice Jardine's 
interrogation of the concept of "the speaking subject ", a concept 
which Jardine claims has been "torn [...] apart" by "Lacanian 
psychoanalysis and Nietzschean and neo- Heideggerian 
philosophies in France ": 
First, the `I' and the `we' have been utterly confused; the 
`I' is several, psychoanalysis has shown; and further, one 
of the major ruses of Western metaphysics' violence has 
been the appropriation of a `we' by an imperialistic if 
imaginary `I' (a whole individual with an interior and 
exterior, etc.). (cited in Lim 1992b: 257) 
That "the `I' and the `we "' have become "utterly confused" at a 
theoretical level, for instance in academic discourse, may have 
been "shown" by psychoanalysis. However, in ordinary speech 
and writing in English, people commonly persist in identifying 
themselves alone as "I" rather than "we ", or some other pronoun. 
At the same level of speech, according to linguist Takao Suzuki 
(1986), a Japanese father might not only refer to himself as 
"papa" when speaking to his child, but also, more startlingly, 
might both refer to and address a young 
assuming his perspective: 
180 
son as "I" (boku), 
Only upon empathetically assimilating his own position 
into that of the child he is addressing can he begin the 
definition of himself as 'papa.' [...] [I]n Japanese, unlike 
the European languages, definition of the addressee 
precedes self -definition. (148) 
Suzuki concludes that: 
[I]n comparison with the absolute self- definition of the 
European languages, where the speaker is defined first as 
an active language user, irrespective of the identity or 
even the presence of an addressee, linguistic 
identification in Japanese is, on the whole, object - 
dependent. [...] [W]e may even say that the Japanese self 
is in an undefined, open -ended state until the 
appearance and determination 
(149) 
of a specific addressee. 
The construct of the independent "speaking subject" still exists in 
English, to the extent that a speaker's use of "I" does not depend 
in the way the Japanese person's appears to do, on whom he or 
she is speaking with. Shinobu Kitayama and Hazel Markus (1992) 
reinforce Suzuki's claim when they argue that according to the 
"construal of self [...] common in many [...] Asian cultures ", "the 
individual is not a whole but rather a fraction that becomes whole 
when fitting -in with others" (8). At least comparatively speaking, 
I 8 I 
Western cultures construe the human individual as "an 
independent, separate entity ". 
The Woman Warrior traces a movement from a childhood 
"marked" by Maxine's mother's stories, gradually infiltrated by 
her English- speaking school and neighbourhood, through a 
rebellious Americanizing adolescence to an eventual desire to 
accommodate some part of her Chinese origins within a culturally 
Anglo- American adult existence. The patterns of a Chinese 
emigrant family life, absolute in Maxine's first years, were early 
forced into comparison with uncongenial local norms. In 
adolescence, these norms had moved closer to the centre of the 
narrator's consciousness, holding the Chinese beginnings to 
account. At first the trial was inward and silent, but it became 
more vocal until the confrontation at the dinner table with Brave 
Orchid, described in the last chapter. By the time of writing, 
alongside the adolescent accusations of weirdness and the adult 
charge of endemic misogyny which recapitulates the child's revolt 
against anti- female proverbs (such as "feeding girls is feeding 
cowbirds "), there is an impulse to search among roots for 
something which will serve the author as a link to her present 
life. Kingston seeks to resolve the issue of how she herself is 
Chinese American, in terms not restricted to the fact of having 
encountered racial prejudice among Americans (although that is a 
crucial triggering identification, a source of solidarity with her 
parents). 
The narrator sifts through her mother's stories for tales in whose 
heroines she may, even against the grain, recognize herself or 
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some aspect of her predicament. She acknowledges the weakness 
in her appropriation of the Fa Mu Lan narrative (to be discussed 
later), although its main limitation for her seems to lie in its 
illusoriness. She does not unequivocally reject its rationale of 
violent retribution; as critic King -Kok Cheung (1993:88) suggests, 
there is always the difficulty for feminist (as other) activism of 
working out its attitude to force. The baron whom Fa Mu Lan 
gloriously decapitates in the narrator's fantasy becomes the 
Chinese "quiet" child in the schoolground, whose porcelain -like 
face (that of a "China doll" in her angry pun) Maxine pummels and 
"hates up close" in an attempt to make her speak. 
The legend of Ts'ai Yen, a poetess in exile, which closes the book is 
in some ways a more effective transcription of a Chinese tale into 
American autobiography. I will return to this narrative coda in 
section 5. 
3. Chinese "talk" and American self -assertion 
In her chapter on Japanese -Canadian author Joy Kogawa's novel 
Obasan (1981), critic King -Kok Cheung (1993) draws an 
illuminating comparison between Kogawa's sympathetic portrayal 
of one of the narrator's aunts, quiet, self- giving Obasan - 
alongside a vocal and assertive aunt called Emily - and Kingston's 
account of her narrator's mother and aunt, Brave Orchid and 
Moon Orchid. In The Woman Warrior Brave Orchid brings about 
the emigration of her elderly sister from China to the United 
States, in order to help her to reclaim her husband, who left her 
in their youth to look for work in America. While Kingston's 
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narrator is almost equally hostile to the "Orchid" sisters, 
"resent[ing] her mother's dominance" and "ridicul[ing] Moon 
Orchid's timidity" (Cheung 1993:132), she is decidedly more 
negative about Moon Orchid. Cheung attributes the difference in 
the characterizations of Obasan and Moon Orchid to the narrator 
in TWW being "young Maxine ", who is "more Westernized than 
Naomi ", Joy Kogawa's narrator. 
Cheung adds the fascinating comment that most American 
reviewers have been considerably more sympathetic to the 
activist Aunt Emily, and have found both Obasan and Naomi 
"weak" and "ineffectual" because of these women's preference for 
silence over Emily's outspoken resistance to the injustice of the 
relocation camps to which Japanese Canadians were confined 
during World War II. One of Aunt Emily's characteristic appeals 
is: "Remember everything. If you're bitter, be bitter. Cry it out! 
Scream! Denial is gangrene" (Obasan 49 -50). Needless to say, 
Cheung regards Kogawa's own "allegiance" as "more complex ", like 
the narrator's (Naomi's). Naomi is often overwhelmed by her Aunt 
Emily's polemics, but also "undercuts [them] with irony" (Cheung 
1993:132) and "strains to hear Obasan's inner speech ", according 
it a value the book's reviewers miss. 
Cheung does not expand on her brief comparison of Naomi and 
Maxine, going on to say that Kogawa, Kingston and Japanese - 
American author Hisaye Yamamoto all work from a sense of 
language itself, not shared by these reviewers, as other than 
transparent. For all these writers, she submits, language is 
potentially manipulative, and in the case of the anti -Japanese 
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campaign rhetoric, deeply wounding. To this extent they are 
sceptical of the liberating power Western political consciousness 
attributes to language. Cheung argues persuasively that for 
Kogawa's reviewers, traditional and revisionist alike, the value of 
speech, and the repressive nature of victims' silence, is self - 
evident. 
As Cheung suggests, Kogawa's work, attending to another 
hierarchy, presents the healing possibilities of a traditional 
Japanese embracing of silence on the subject of painful 
experiences. I would add that alongside and on equal terms with 
Aunt Emily's necessary activism it specifically offers the non- 
verbal resource of an "alert and accurate knowing" (Obasan 68) 
manifested by the character Obasan towards Naomi and others. It 
is very likely that Kogawa has in mind the concept of omoiyarí 
discussed in studies of Japanese culture9. Cheung (1993:150) 
quotes Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston's comparison of Euro- American 
and Japanese American attitudes to serving: "For many white 
Americans it seems that serving another is degrading, an 
indication of dependency or weakness[...]. To be ardently 
considerate is to be `self -effacing' or apologetic ". Cheung notes: 
"The dominance of such an attitude perhaps explains why so 
many reviewers have found Obasan unappealing" (150). 
9 Catherine Travis (1998) writes: "Omoiyari essentially represents 
a kind of `intuitive' understanding of the unexpressed feelings, 
desires and thoughts of others, and doing something for them on 
the basis of this understanding" (56). 
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Cheung conjectures that Maxine, being to some degree 
"Westernized ", would be "likely to view quiet Obasan as weak and 
self -demeaning ", just as she does Moon Orchid. The critic 
maintains that Maxine's probable attitude would not correspond 
to that of the mature author. Kingston herself, however, might be 
likely after all to view Obasan in a similar light; she might be less 
distinct from Maxine at this point than Cheung suggests, given 
that The Woman Warrior is a strong feminist text, whose 
feminism is in certain ways distinctively American. By this I 
mean that it bears the imprint of a culturally sanctioned, and 
even constitutionally supported, vocabulary of individual rights, 
including the right both to fair treatment and to outspoken self - 
defense. The cultural injunction to "find oneself" as outlined in 
popular self- development literature and on another level 
represented in many American novels, could be seen as an 
extension of the constitutional right to seek one's own happiness. 
Chinese -American anthropologist Francis Hsu, comparing Chinese 
writing with American fictional heroes from Ahab to Holden 
Caulfield, Herzog, and the protagonists of On the Road, notes with 
a certain humorous emphasis that: 
The Chinese simply do not have novels built on 
characters in search of identity, or characters who go it 
alone, or on characters who strive to be something they 
can never be, or on characters who roam from one place 
to another getting sexual experiences, stealing cars, 
conning people but with no other purpose in life than 
self -gratification. (102) 
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Kingston is perhaps more fully "Westernized" than Kogawa as far 
as the importance of vocal self- defense and the related freedom 
to seek and articulate identity are concerned, although 
ambivalently so. The impact of American feminism on her 
outlook, as on that of the reviewers who take Aunt Emily's side 
against Obasan, could account for the implicit upholding of speech 
and satiric discounting of silence evident in the chapter about 
Moon Orchid ( "At the Western Palace "). The climactic meeting 
between Moon Orchid and her husband, for example, involves a 
series of prodding attempts on his part to get a word out of his 
wife: 
'You', he said. 'What are you doing here ?' But all she did 
was open and shut her mouth without any words coming 
out. 
'Why are you here ?' he asked, eyes wide. Moon Orchid 
covered her face with one hand and motioned no with 
the other. [...] 'What do you want ?' he asked. She shrank 
from his stare; it silenced her crying. (152) 
The "motioned no" is at once a comical and a pathetic gesture; it 
signals Moon Orchid's inability to stake the smallest claim on her 
husband. A little earlier in the scene she is described as 
responding with "trembling no's" to her sister's suggestion that 
she pretend to be an accident victim (to manoeuvre her unwitting 
husband into coming to her aid). Her very resistance to claiming 
her rightful place is unspoken, mimed. With his intimidating 
stare, her husband succeeds in silencing not her anger, but her 
"crying ". 
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Unlike her sister, Brave Orchid refuses to be cowed: she "could not 
keep silent [...]. 'I sent for her,' she burst out ". She too is portrayed 
satirically, in that her attack on her brother -in -law contradicts 
her initial resolve to leave the talking to her sister. Fairly clearly, 
however, her defiance of him is taken to be a course of action 
preferable to Moon Orchid's virtual self- extinction (as it is 
presented). The narrator is more persistently sardonic at the 
expense of Brave Orchid than Moon Orchid, who intuits the harm 
that will come to her whereas her sister is certain of victory; 
indeed, the narrative suggests that the blame for her sister's 
mental illness rests primarily with Brave Orchid, rather than with 
the unfaithful husband whose financial support had hitherto 
satisfied his wife. But there is an underlying antipathy towards 
Moon Orchid as helpless victim; the narrator's ironic attitude 
towards Brave Orchid does not preclude a desire to align herself 
with her mother rather than her aunt. 
At times the text supports Cheung's inference that the author has 
more sympathy with Maxine's aunt than is shown by the largely 
deadpan omniscient narrator's voice, which could reflect Maxine's 
resentment - although it could be argued that at its most sardonic 
the voice still sounds mature, not adolescent. Moon Orchid is 
described, rather pitifully, even gently, as holding both hands 
over her face and "wish[ing] she could also hide her dappled 
hands ". Her wondering sense that "they had indeed entered into 
the land of ghosts" where her husband and she cannot recognize 
each other, grants her a certain vulnerable dignity. Finally, her 
unspoken "no's" may be kin to her niece's own stated difficulties 
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with the art of self- assertion, as when the narrator admits (in 
another chapter) that even as an adult "[a]t times shaking my 
head no is more self -assertion than I can manage" (172). Maxine 
is represented as potentially as much a victim of her mother's 
designs (for instance to marry her off) as her aunt was. As 
Kathryn VanSpanckeren (1991:48) puts it, "Kingston's persona 
must gain strength from this shaman of a mother without being 
harmed by her - as Moon Orchid, her aunt, is harmed ". 
Yet the assumption is precisely that self- assertion is a necessary 
route to freeing oneself from such an overriding influence, the 
proper solution to the ills of being dominated, whether by an 
immigrant mother or by peers and superiors. The quiet, squeaky 
"unreliable" voice which the narrator emits when she tries to 
stand up to her racist employers is regarded as a handicap, and 
indeed amounts to one, in American adult life. The narrator 
ineffectively protests her boss's use of the word "nigger" in her 
"bad, small -person's voice that makes no impact. The boss never 
deigned to answer" (48). Kingston's partial use of the pattern of 
feminist autobiographies such as Kim Chernin's In My Mother's 
House (1983) and, more scathingly, Jill Ker Conway's The Road to 
Coo rain (1989), in which the author's mother is portrayed as a 
pressure from which she has had to free herself, bears witness to 
American feminism's partly avowed, partly tacit assimilation of 
aspects of the culture it critiques. The longstanding tradition of 
civil rights activism in the United States, with its language of 
liberation (for example the abolitionist movement), lies behind 
feminist insistence on action, assertion, vocal struggle, an 
insistence which did not arise within a cultural vacuum. 
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The invisible force of the concept of "self- assertion" in American 
culture is evident in Laura Uba's (1994) otherwise informative 
discussion of the results of tests 
Americans and Asian Americans. 
found that "Asian Americans tend 
Americans in that they are more 
of "assertiveness" among Euro- 
Uba notes that studies have 
to be less assertive than Euro- 
hesitant about expressing their 
feelings, disagreeing with their parents, or complaining" (68). Uba 
is concerned, however, that this "hesitancy to speak up" not be 
misinterpreted as a "global" characteristic of the respondents' 
personalities, but be understood as a contextual phenomenon. She 
argues that in certain situations "Asian Americans are as assertive 
as other Americans ": "differences in how assertiveness is 
manifested can affect Asian Americans' self- reports of assertive 
behavior, particularly if the questionnaires ask about Eurocentric 
styles of exhibiting assertiveness" (71). What she assumes 
throughout, especially in her plea for the equal assertiveness of 
Asian Americans, is that "assertiveness" itself is not "Eurocentric ", 
but rather 
and that it 
varies. Her 
a transcultural faculty of the normal human psyche, 
is only the frequency with which it is exercised that 
discussion concedes that its regular development may 
be "deter[red]" by certain elements in the "traditional Asian 
American family structure" (70) - as if these constituted an 
impediment to normal functioning. There appears to be no 
recognition of the criterion itself as culture- specific. 
Critic Shirley Geok -lin Lim (1992a) provides a statement of the 
power conferred on her as an Asian American by entrance into 
the "domain of the English language ", which identifies "language" 
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as both a key entitlement and a weapon for self- defense: 
"Language gives indiscriminately to every human inherent 
abilities to shape, manipulate, express, inform; to protest, to 
empower one's self in the world" (14). In response to the 
"intimated accusation of tokenism" of an "unsubtle" Anglo -Saxon 
colleague who asks her which "group" (i.e. minority) she 
represents as a visiting lecturer at his university, Lim professes 
that she 
holds] fast to the First Amendment of the Constitution; I 
represent that freedom of speech guaranteed to every 
United States citizen, where freedom of speech is defined 
not solely as a political right but as a metaphysical 
condition: the inalienable human condition of access to 
language. (14) 
By calling the right to freedom of speech "a metaphysical 
condition" Lim's personal declaration suggests the extent to which 
cultural values may shape the part of our being that we regard 
intuitively as the most fundamental. It is "access to language ", 
seen here as a universal ( "inalienable ") and yet at the same time 
distinctively American right of central importance, that mobilizes 
Aunt Emily to organize conferences and petitions on behalf of 
Japanese Canadians, and to dismiss Obasan's quietude. The same 
appreciation of language as a "right" is inherent in Kingston's 
resolve to bring the villagers who caused the death of her 
nameless aunt (for adultery) to a belated justice, by 'telling on' 
them; and to express her grievances against her parents, and 
criticisms of American society, on her own terms. 
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It could also be said that Maxine's distaste for Moon Orchid's 
fretful submissiveness, despite her (half- admiring) irritation with 
her mother, takes its cue from Brave Orchid's own energetic 
impatience with the sister she is alway having to "baby" (146). 
Not only are Kingston's rebellious spirit and American feminist 
inculturation at play here but possibly also her family - 
transmitted Chinese valuing of what we might see as backbone, 
what Chinese -American author Amy Tan (1989:31) calls "wood ", 
something Iike decisiveness. There is a great difference between 
the Japanese ideals of omoivari (empathetic sensitivity to others' 
needs) or being "yasashi" ( "ardently considerate" in Jeanne 
Wakatsuki Houston's words) as embodied by the character 
Obasan, and the Chinese ideal of balanced elements depicted in 
The Joy Luck Club (1989) and seemingly exemplified by Brave 
Orchid. Cantonese -speaking Brave Orchid, like Tan's Shanghainese 
speakers Lindo Jong and Suyuan Woo, is not "lacking in wood ", 
that is she does not "ben[d] too quickly to listen to other people's 
ideas" (The Joy Luck Club 31), as the Moon Orchid -like character 
An -mei Hsu is accused of doing. 
Maxine hears "[n]ormal Chinese" women's voices as "strong and 
bossy ", despite their seemingly low status in the emigrant culture. 
She and her fellow Chinese American schoolgirls had to tone their 
own voices down to a "whisper" to become "American- feminine ". 
She complains that she has not succeeded in dissuading her 
mother from shouting into public telephones. In these comments 
the volume of Chinese women's talk is either implicitly or 
explicitly measured against an Anglo- American norm of speaking, 
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which sounds softer by comparison but which is experienced by 
the adolescent Maxine as normal, with Cantonese being seen as a 
deviant, embarrassing variant. The sound of it is "chingchong 
ugly" in American ears. Interestingly, even Maxine's father, 
whose English is limited, has become sufficiently attuned to 
American pitch to find Chinese voices noisy: 
How strange that the emigrant villagers are shouters, 
hollering face to face. My father asks, 'Why is it I can 
hear Chinese from blocks away? Is it that I understand 
the language? Or is it that they talk loud ?' (171) 
A slightly older narrator in a passage in China Men seems to revel 
in this shouting, which affirms her otherwise uncertain 
membership in the emigrant community. Kingston's narrator 
describes as "so Chinese" a scene in which her youngest "modern" 
aunt bids her farewell on a street in Chinatown in San Francisco, 
both of them shouting at the top of their voices: "We stood on a 
corner and shouted goodbyes" (214). Their earlier meeting 
appears similarly uninhibited (in 'Anglo' terms): 
We screamed at each other the way our villagers do, 
hugged, held hands. 'Have you had your rice yet ?' we 
shouted. 'I have. I have had my rice.' 'Me too. I've eaten 
too', letting the whole strange street know we had eaten, 
and me becoming part of the street, abruptly not a 
tourist, the street mine to shout in, never mind if my 
accent be different. (198) 
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Maxine freely flouts her own acquired 'Anglo' norms of privacy 
and autonomy by broadcasting to the street what for her peers 
outside Chinatown would be seen as a private affair - whether or 
not she has eaten - and by impinging on what they would take to 
be the personal space of other individuals in the street. Here, 
however, the auditory space of the street is communal rather 
than consisting of "personal" compartments or zones; Chinatown 
itself carves out a very different cultural space in America. 
Asking a person whether or not they have eaten is, according to 
Kingston, an idiom, a common greeting in Cantonese. A scene like 
this one suggests that living between two languages and cultures 
can sometimes afford a sense of release from the constraints of 
each, since merely by adhering to the norms of one culture, one 
may be incidentally transgressing those of the other. "Letting the 
whole strange street know we had eaten" conveys a thrill of 
nonconformity. The transgressing can be done with impunity and, 
importantly, without giving up a sense of communal support. 
However, realistically mindful of the hold the transgressed 
culture always has over her, Kingston has her very next lines 
recall the narrator to a sense of what she does not like about her 
parents' culture: some women approach her aunt and begin to 
refer to Maxine in the third person, as if she were not there, one 
of them "pointing" at her with her "chin ": "I shoved the 
resentment down my throat. They do not mean disdain - or they 
do mean disdain, but it's their proper way of treating young 
people. Mustn't dislike them for it" (CM 198). 
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King -Kok Cheung does not comment on a distinction in Kogawa's 
novel which seems particularly significant from a cross -cultural 
point of view, and which is connected to an aspect of The Woman 
Warrior: the choice of names for Naomi's two aunts. "Aunt Emily" 
is a strikingly Westernized appellation, a name as American - 
sounding as "Aunt Betty ". " Obasan" - the closest translation of 
which would be "aunt" - is an anonymous, generic, emblematic 
term of address, undifferentiated by an added personal name. 
Cheung remarks that obasan can also mean woman, as well as 
aunt, and this meaning is almost certainly intended to resonate 
throughout Kogawa's novel, so that "Obasan" comes to stand for 
other Japanese Canadian women, Naomi's grandmother killed by a 
bomb in Tokyo, her mother disfigured in Nagasaki, Aunt Emily 
separated from her family in Canada, even the irritable Mrs. 
Sugimoto, whose husband is taken away to a relocation camp. In 
one passage, Naomi muses that Obasan is like an archetype of 
womanhood, an incarnation of all the old women of the world 
bent over and searching for something to nourish their families 
with. 
But Obasan's name is not only figurative of her representative 
status in the text. It is also emblematic of the whole culture of 
Kogawa's emigrant characters in which people are known by such 
symbolic, general names, not primarily as the individuals that fill 
those names, as in Western naming. Something similar applies 
within the culture of the Hong family in T W W . "Moon Orchid" is 
not what Maxine and her siblings would have called their aunt in 
Chinese (Adrian Tien, personal communication). Their mother's 
sister would in this sense have remained a "no name woman" for 
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them too, no less than their disgraced paternal aunt. It is the 
American author's culturally derived interest in her mother's and 
aunt's personal names, as well as a desire to confer a semi -epic 
status on them, which motivates her use of "Brave" and "Moon" 
"Orchid ". Kathryn VanSpanckeren (1991:49) points out that the 
names have been carefully translated: Moon Orchid is linked to 
the moon goddess Chang, Brave Orchid is associated with a 
swordswoman who rescues a White Lady in another fable. "No 
Name Woman ", Maxine's paternal aunt, is only referred to by 
Maxine's mother as "your father had a sister in China" (3), and 
"your aunt" (3). The original of the English word "aunt" was 
presumably gu -je, a father's younger sister (cf. Matthews and Yip 
1994:376). From a Euro- American point of view a kinship term 
like gu -je on its own is in effect as camouflaging of the woman's 
suspected individual traits as the taboo on mentioning her at all, 
itself. 
4. "If you don't talk, you can't have a personality" 
According to King -Kok Cheung (1993:89), the author herself does 
not second Maxine's often quoted observation, "If you don't talk, 
you can't have a personality ". The "quiet girl" on whom Maxine 
forces this message is a classmate at the Chinese community 
school which they attend after English -speaking school. With her 
unbroken silence at the local American school she embodies in a 
more extreme way Maxine's own difficulty in speaking aloud in 
front of the class. Cheung believes critics have misattributed this 
phrase to the adult author, when in fact it signals the adolescent 
Maxine's internalization of American evaluations of speech and 
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silence, evaluations the author has come to find simplistic: 
"Maxine's valorization of speech [...] tells more about the 
youngster's unquestioning acceptance of the American norm than 
about the author's hindsights" (89). 
This is a persuasive reading. While it is often difficult to 
distinguish between the adult and adolescent voices in the 
narration, one may overlay the other, or implicitly undercut the 
other, as Cheung feels the author does Maxine's judgment in this 
passage. However, there may be more adult endorsement of the 
maxim than Cheung concedes. The (older) narrator is almost 
certainly taking issue with Maxine's equation of speech and 
intellect, as Cheung suggests, when Maxine calls the "quiet" girl 
"dumb ", both stupid and mute: 
A narrow feminist analysis may in fact perpetuate the 
ethnocentric correlation of speech with intellect. 1...] In 
equating speechlessness in the Chinese girl with the 
absence of brain and personality, Maxine has adopted the 
criteria of her schoolteachers. (89 -90) 
But, although Kingston must distance herself from Maxine's brutal 
and self- suppressing espousal of "talk" here, there is also a strong 
appeal to speech in The Woman Warrior, as a major means of 
fighting oppression. Kingston as "word warrior" (a phrase coined 
by Joy Kogawa in Obasan) takes over from the legendary fighter 
Fa Mu Lan, and warfare as such is superseded by angry 
eloquence. 
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The narrator's anger often takes inexplicit forms, but it is no less 
palpable for that. Amy Ling (1990:130) takes Kingston's "angry" 
"tone" to be the most significant feature distinguishing the 
treatment of Maxine's parents' generation in T W W from Amy 
Tan's more tolerant approach in her novels. Shirley Geok -lin Lim 
(1992b) characterizes the narrator's "voices" as being ones of 
"female rebellion, impatience, anger, and assertiveness" (256). 
Characteristic of Kingston's style in the chapter entitled "No Name 
Woman" is her barefaced utterance of views or imperatives she 
clearly finds abhorrent, as if she shared them: "To be a woman, to 
have a daughter in starvation time was waste enough" (6). 
"[P]unish her at the birth of her baby. Awaken her to the 
inexorable. People who refused fatalism because they could 
invent small resources insisted on culpability" (13). "Otherwise 
abandon it [an unloved baby]. Turn its face into the mud" (15). 
Less effective is an authorial aside such as: "It's not just the 
stupid racists that I have to do something about..." (49). The 
narrator's feigned ingenuousness, through her younger self's 
expression of confusion, conveys her feelings more powerfully 
than overt indignation would, when she follows an account of 
Communists killing her starving uncle for collecting birds with the 
comment: "It is confusing that my family was not the poor to be 
championed" (51). 
In Kingston's harnessing of the Fa Mu Lan myth for her own 
purposes, which includes weaving the episode of the characters 
carved on a hero's back from a tale about a male warrior into her 
own "White Tigers" adaptation (see Cheung 1992:177), both Fa Mu 
Lan and Maxine have "words at [their] back ". Maxine's ones are 
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"gook and chink words ", what in the language of post -colonial 
theory might be called inscriptions of American prejudice on her 
body. The Chinese idioms for revenge, "report a crime" and 
"report to five families ", ingeniously allow the narrator to argue 
that the revenge is not so much in the "gutting" as in the 
reporting. "If you don't talk, you can't have a personality" is 
partly an expression of the urgent need to speak out against 
abuses - an American feminist imperative which draws 
consciously or otherwise on the American value of assertive self - 
defense. This necessity is Maxine's justification to herself of her 
autobiographical need to break the taboos enforced by her 
mother ( "'You must not tell anyone, my mother said, 'what I am 
about to tell you... "` [3]). 
Who, among the book's women characters, can lay claim to the 
title of "warrior "? Pre -eminently Brave Orchid, who, as Kingston 
disarmingly puts it in an interview, virtually "dictated" the book 
(Rabinowitz 1987:186). In her small- voiced protests against her 
tyrannical bosses, the narrator too is a would -be warrior, and 
there the author is very close, it seems, to Maxine. There is of 
course an ironic deflation of Maxine's ambition to implement the 
vision of Fa Mu Lan by "raging" across America to regain the 
family laundry destroyed by ravaging urban renewal, and 
"raging" into China to restore land and lives to relatives murdered 
by Communists. "My American life has been such a 
disappointment ", admits the narrator wistfully, in the first, 
abruptly earthbound line after the dizzying dream of the 
swordswoman in "White Tigers ". 
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Her irony arises from a sense of mundane limitations on these 
restorative projects, of their basic unrealisability. There is 
ultimately little querying of the rationale of revenge itself, the 
"warrior" ethic. In a sober minor key Kingston speaks of her 
"dislike" of "armies ", which renders her unfit for the role of 
warrior, and points to the dubiousness of victory: "Fights are 
confusing as to who has won ". The fights she witnessed at school 
were all "slum grubby ", and the dead bodies collected by police 
after brawls in the family's Stockton neighbourhood, sordid and 
frightening. While these pragmatic reflections would seem to 
undermine the validity of the Fa Mu Lan fantasy, they do not 
substantially affect the adult narrator's basic agreement with her 
younger self that her aunt Moon Orchid was a pawn in the hands 
of her husband, her sister and fate; that of the two, it is better to 
be Brave Orchid. By extension, the quiet girl - an alter ego of 
Maxine, as has often been remarked - is threatened with the 
same extinct status, if she does not assert herself against self - 
appointed mentor and tormenter, Maxine. 
There is a disturbing sense of relish in the narrator's description 
of a younger Maxine "hating her up close ", kneading her face with 
her fingers. This schoolgirl viciousness is a travesty of noble 
vengeance, corresponding to Maxine's linguistic fall from a 
Chinese literacy which could see an ideograph of "mountains" in a 
mountainous landscape, to stammering English. As King -Kok 
Cheung (1993:88) memorably puts it, the "magic" words carved 
into Fa Mu Lan's back "revert to gibberish in the schoolroom ". 
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Moon Orchid and the quiet Chinese girl are conspicuously not 
women warriors. The case of "No Name Woman" is more 
ambiguous, in that her death may have been that of a "spite 
suicide ", deliberately "plugging" the family's water- source as a 
final act of defiance. Cheung is right that there is an implicit 
criticism in the narrative of the emphasis in Maxine's 
monocultural education on speech and public performance as 
signs confirming a person's (social) existence. There is however a 
strong authorial commitment to speaking against injustice, 
specifically that caused by misogyny and racial prejudice. The 
American feminist in the narrator wants to recruit her female 
ancestors or exemplars to this cause, from resilient Brave Orchid 
to the legendary swordswoman, and even the victim "No Name 
Woman" as an avenging spirit. 
By no stretch of the imagination could either Moon Orchid or the 
quiet girl be considered candidates for the title of "woman 
warrior ". A possible connection is discerned between the values of 
Chinese "wood" (Amy Tan) and American self- assertion; quiet or 
submissiveness, as perceived characteristics of Chinese people or 
Chinese Americans, are ruled out as an alternative mode to 
militancy. Ironically, it is in her treatment of the Chinese myth of 
the "woman warrior ", often seen as the "exotic" or "Chinese" part 
of her narrative, that Kingston reveals most unequivocally her 
allegiance to certain American cultural values. 
Importantly, the author is acknowledging a certain cultural truth 
in the adage, "If you don't talk, you can't have a personality ". In 
her first grade, Maxine receives a zero IQ at school because she 
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cannot speak English. She responds with three years of 
immovable silence, which appear to confirm her as a problem 
pupil for her teachers. One of the injustices and insensitivities The 
Woman Warrior exposes is undoubtedly the school's ethnocentric 
denial of intellect to a "quiet" - non -English -speaking - child, an 
experience Maxine bitterly reduplicates by inflicting her denial of 
"personality" on the quiet girl after school. The word Maxine uses, 
however, is not intellect, but "personality ", a concept which, it 
could be argued, is quintessentially Anglo- American. I am not 
suggesting that 'intellect', unlike personality, is a universal 
concept, but it is obviously associated with the basic human 
qualities of thinking and knowing which are probably universally 
recognized and are certainly highly respected in Chinese culture. 
Laura Uba (1994) suggests that the "emphasis on scholarship" in 
Chinese American communities "could reflect a Confucian regard 
for scholarship" (45); elsewhere she notes "the value traditional 
Chinese culture places on education" (51). Kathryn 
VanSpanckeren (1991) comments on 'the extraordinary value 
placed on Iiteracy in Chinese culture" (45). 
The underlying cultural equation which Maxine recognizes and 
assimilates is not primarily between talk and intellect, but 
between personality and social recognition; "talk" follows from 
personality. The term "personality" appears to be an integral part 
of the American `folk -model' of the human being. To 'have 
personality', according to the idiom, is desirable, a compliment in 
itself; to lack it is to lack something essential. "Personality" is 
defined in the O.E.D. as: "That quality or assemblage of qualities 
which makes a person what he is, distinct from other persons; 
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distinctive personal or individual character ". This kind of focus on 
what identifies a person as him or herself, apart from other 
people, does not necessarily have parallels in non -Western 
cultures, as the bicultural writing of Kingston and other Asian 
American authors often strikingly bears out. 
Maxine wants to press home to her schoolmate the reality that 
until someone speaks, their "personality" is invisible. The 
possibility of the quiet girl's becoming a "cheerleader" or "pompon 
girl ", as Maxine tauntingly urges her, is about as remote as that 
envisaged in all seriousness by Brave Orchid, of the elderly, 
monolingual Moon Orchid becoming "pretty" enough to compete 
with her husband's young wife, or training as a nurse in America. 
In her paralysed silence Moon Orchid is bound hands and feet, as 
severely as she is physically foot -bound. I do not mean here to 
agree with the critics Cheung perceptively calls to account for 
unwittingly imposing their own valuing of speech over silence on 
characters such as Kogawa's Obasan and Kingston's Moon Orchid 
or the quiet girl. Maxine is instinctively right, however, to 
perceive the connection between personality and social existence, 
not only because the way an indíviduaI's "intellect" is expected to 
come to light in American schools is through speaking, but more 
fundamentally, because individuals must manifest who they are 
through the category of personality. There is thus an important 
social dimension to the interest in an "individual's deep core of 
complexes[,...] anxieties [...] and predilections" that Francis Hsu 
(1985:33) identifies as specific to Euro- American culture10. 
'° Cf. Robert N. Bellah (1985:147) on the paradox of American 
individualism's "compatib[ility] with conformism ". Drawing on 
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The quiet girl indeed has no personality as such, and therefore 
comes up blank on the American social testing screen. But 
"personality" is not the only way in which to be human, or to be 
recognized as a member of a community. For her protective older 
sister, the girl is presumably Meimei, "little sister ". Her parents 
might also call her Meimei (Lee Mee Wun, personal 
communication; cf. also Tan 1989:91). This would be one 
significant way in which she might think of herself. Even Cheung, 
then, in using "intellect" and "personality" as if they were 
interchangeable, and as if "personality" denoted some core aspect 
of a human being, seems to fall short of Kingston's cross -cultural 
awareness in the domain of self- concepts. In America a denial of 
"personality" certainly borders on a denial of personhood; but that 
would not be so in many non -Western cultures. Anglo- Americans 
would be likely to 'read' equally blank on a Chinese chart of 
being. For Brave Orchid, they are "ghosts "; for Lindo Jong, in The 
Joy Luck Club, they are apparently insipid, never looking one 
another in the eye, only hazarding a "professional look" (255). 
As a Chinese émigré scholar living in America, Francis Hsu 
counsels his fellow anthropologists to abandon ( "forget about ") the 
concept of "personality ", and to "note that the meaning of being 
human is found in interpersonal relationships, since no human 
being exists alone" (27). He argues that the "concept of personality 
is an expression of the western ideal of individualism ", and as 
Tocqueville's early analysis, Bellah writes: "when one can no 
longer rely on tradition or authority, one inevitably looks to 
others for confirmation of one's judgments" (148). 
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such cannot be taken as a universally valid description of the 
human being. In his words, it "does not correspond" to the Chinese 
"concept of man ", jen, which is coterminous with more than the 
individual, comprising his "transactions" with others. Hsu, turning 
the tables on his Western colleagues, but apparently also falling 
prey to an ethnocentrism in reverse, proposes jen as a new 
universal lens for studying the human being. 
Although not limited to it, a deep interest in self -analysis, and in 
talk of one another's personalities, seems to be a distinctive 
feature of Anglo- American culture. The anthropologist Grace 
Gredys Harris (1989) points out: 
As to knowledge of other selves, cross -cultural variation 
is striking. Thus the Taita of southern Kenya ventured 
only cautious guesses based on observation of behavior 
(Harris 1978:51). Middle -class Americans readily 
practice attempts to read other selves, a practice that 
supports and is supported by psychologistic social 
science. (602) 
It is common for people in mainstream American society to seek 
answers to questions such as, what is so- and -so like? A series of 
adjectives describing the person's "personality" is expected in 
response. This way of talking seems to many English speakers a 
fundamental part of what it is to be human. Yet there are 
languages in which there is no comparable use of adjectives of 
this kind, abstracted from a person's behaviour (analogous to 
"cheerful ", "outgoing ", "quiet ", "nasty "). Hazel Markus and Shinobu 
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Kitayama (1992:2) recount an attempt at explaining the self - 
concept of an American student who describes herself as a 
"sociable" person, to disbelieving Japanese graduate students in 
psychology, for whom the idea that one could sum oneself up in 
this way independently of any specific social context, was quite 
alien. Social psychologists Peter Smith and Michael Bond 
(1993:97) quote from the results of a test of differences in self - 
conception, according to which "Americans came up with many 
more generalized trait labels in describing themselves" than 
either Chinese or Japanese respondents. Chinese participants 
tended to refer to themselves as "member[s] of a social category "; 
in response to the question "Who am I ", a Japanese person wrote: 
"one who plays Mah Jongg on Friday nights" (97). 
Clifford Geertz's (1984) formulation of the relativity of the 
"Western" concept of person can be extended to the Anglo- 
American folk -model of "personality ": 
The Western conception of the person as a bounded, 
unique, more or less integrated motivational and 
cognitive universe, a dynamic center of awareness, 
emotion, judgment, and action organized into a 
distinctive whole and set contrastively both against other 
such wholes and against its social and natural 
background, is, however incorrigible it may seem to us, a 
rather peculiar idea within the context of the world's 
cultures. (126) 
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Korean -American novelist Chang -rae Lee brings out the radical 
quality of the difference between Anglo- American and Asian 
concepts of the person. In his novel Native Speaker (1995), whose 
narrator and protagonist is a Korean -American detective, Henry 
Park, there is a description of the horrified reaction of Park's 
"American wife" Lelia to her discovery that Henry has never 
learnt the name of the woman who brought him up after his 
mother died. The woman was brought out to America from Korea 
by Henry's father, some time after his wife's death, to keep house 
and look after his son. "You think they're friends ?" Lelia asks 
Henry about the woman and his father: 
'I doubt it.' 
'Lovers ?' 
I had to answer, 'Maybe'. 
'So what's her name ?' Lelia asked after a moment. 
'I don't know.' 
'What ?' (63) 
To convey the feel of Lelia's indignation, and of Henry's sheepish 
second -generation familiarity and complicity with his father's 
culture, I quote the passage virtually in full. Lelia asks what it is 
she has heard Henry and his father call the woman. Henry tells 
her: 
'It's not her name. It's just a form of address.' 
[...] Lelia had great trouble accepting this stunning 
ignorance of mine. [...] I couldn't blame her. Americans 
Iive on a first -name basis. She didn't understand that 
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there weren't moments in our language - the rigorous, 
regimental one of family and servants - when the 
woman's name could have naturally come out. Or why it 
wasn't important. At breakfast and lunch and dinner my 
father and I called her 'Ah- ju -ma,' literally aunt, but 
more akin to 'ma'am,' the customary address to an 
unrelated Korean woman. [...] 
'I can't believe this,' Lelia cried, her long Scottish face all 
screwed up in the moonlight. 'You've known her since 
you were a kid! She practically raised you. [...] This 
woman has given twenty years of her life to you and 
your father and it still seems like she could be anyone to 
you. It doesn't seem to matter who she is. [...] If your 
father switched her now with someone else, probably 
nothing would be different.' 
[...] 
'I'lI ask my father tomorrow,' I stupidly said. (63 -64) 
Despite his uneasy intermediary position as Korean American, the 
narrator says unhesitatingly of Ahjuma's having no other name in 
the household: "Or why it wasn't important ". This shows an 
unusually forthright resistance to American categories. For Lelia, 
someone without a personal name is virtually not a person, a 
mere function. Having no name, Ahjuma appears to her to have 
no identity, to be interchangeable with other women of her class: 
she could be "switch[ed] with someone else ". For Henry, this is not 
the case; but neither does he have a particular interest in "who" 
the woman is. That she is an integral part of his father's life and 
his own childhood goes without saying for him - but not because 
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Ahjuma is an individual with a separate existence and distinctive 
qualities in her own right, as Lelia wants him to acknowledge. 
As with Maxine's "quiet girl ", Ahjuma's personality hardly comes 
into the picture. Personality is linked with life "on a first -name 
basis ". For Lelia, Ahjuma's behaviour is unreadable. She wonders 
whether the woman is lonely, and when Henry asks her if 
Ahjuma seems lonely, she retorts: "'She doesn't seem like she's 
anything. I keep looking for something, but even when she's with 
your father there's nothing in her face "' (62). Far from confirming 
the stereotype of the inscrutable oriental, what Lelia's difficulty 
in reading Ahjuma's face reveals is the weight attached in her 
Anglo- American inheritance to expressions of a distinctive 
individual identity, seen, whether accurately or not, as ultimately 
independent of both roles and relations. Lelia's expectation 
"personality" blocks out the Korean woman's presence. 
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The exchange between Maxine's taunts and the quiet girl's 
obdurate silence, and Kogawa's scene between an American 
visitor and "impassive" Obasan (Obasan 270), are closely akin to 
Ahjuma's confounding of Lelia. The Japanese word obasan, both 
aunt and generic expression for woman, appears to be very close 
to Korean ahjuma in meaning. Rather than being a mere object of 
Chang -rae Lee's ethnographic analysis, Ahjuma speaks as a 
subject within her culture, in an episode where she clashes with 
Lelia. When Lelia attempts to engage her in conversation, with 
Henry as interpreter, the woman retreats as if surlily into her 
"back rooms ", her voice "shoot[ing] back" in Korean: "'There's 
nothing for your American wife and me to talk about " ". On 
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another occasion, when Lelia tries to help her fold some washing, 
Ahjuma "actually began nudging her in the side with the fleshy 
mound of her low -set shoulder [...] pushing her out of the room 
with short steps ". In maintaining her balance, Lelia accidentally 
hits the woman, causing her to cry "madly" in Korean: "'You nasty 
American cat! "'. Henry warns her not to speak to his wife in that 
way if she wants to "keep living in our house ", but Ahjuma's 
response draws him against his will onto her side: 
The woman bit her lip: she bent her head and bowed 
severely before me in a way that perhaps no one could 
anymore and then trundled out of the room between us. 
I suddenly felt as if I'd committed a great wrong. (66) 
This position of reluctant translator, caught between his languages 
and cultures, also characterizes Maxine, who feels the "weight and 
immensity of things impossible to explain" (171) to Americans 
when she acts as a go- between for her mother. 
5. "American Translation" (Amy Tan 1989:145) 
King -Kok Cheung comments on the "deliciously ambiguous" final 
sentence of The Woman Warrior, "It translated well ", which the 
narrator says of the "eighteen stanzas for barbarian reed pipe" 
composed by the poetess Ts'ai Yen. Ts'ai Yen, who is said to have 
lived in captivity among barbarians and learned their music, 
setting Chinese words to it, is a figure for both Brave Orchid and 
Maxine, as many critics have realized (cf. eg. Sau -ling Cynthia 
Wong 1991 a:33). Her half- barbarian children who speak no 
210 
Chinese but are moved by her singing are like Brave Orchid's 
English- speaking, American -born children, at one level unable to 
communicate with her, at another, spellbound by their mother's 
"talk- story ". At the same time, Ts'ai Yen's song in Chinese for a 
"barbarian" instrument evokes Kingston's own narrative, which 
refashions Chinese primary materials from her parents' and her 
own life through the medium of the English language. Finally, the 
tale of Ts'ai Yen works as a metaphor for the mother's and 
daughter's complementary storytelling, where Kingston's 
narrative style in The Woman Warrior figures as the notes to 
which she sets her mother's lyrics, i.e. her talk- stories. 
Cheung suggests a further ambiguity. In the phrase "It translated 
well ", "It" refers among other things to Kingston's rendition of her 
mother's "talk- story ". Cheung makes the important if by -now- 
banal point in this context that translation is always partly 
traducing, the betraying of an original. When Maxine relates in 
English a tale of her mother expelling ghosts (in part 3, "Shaman "), 
what was considered prowess within her mother's world is 
inevitably threatened with reduction to the category of 
superstition. 
It would be interesting to know how Brave Orchid herself, who is 
defensively suspicious of the science her children are taught at 
school, would view this translation; what would be lost from her 
point of view? What, that is, if, hypothetically, she could read the 
English and gain some purchase on the mentality according to 
which her enterprise to reclaim a husband for Moon Orchid would 
be defined as "weird" and "ridiculous ". When her children refuse 
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to accept that an eclipse is "the frog swallowing the moon ", and 
inform her it is "a shadow the earth makes when it comes 
between the moon and the sun ", she retorts: "You're always 
believing what those Ghost Teachers tell you. Look at the size of 
the jaws!" (169). 
Brave Orchid is more than equal to her son's complaints about the 
journey, hustling him against his will into summoning Moon 
Orchid's husband. But for her his complaints spell an attitude 
which "doesn't take life seriously "; she is barred altogether from 
seeing the alleged ridiculousness from the inside, as Kingston 
does. In a "Personal Statement ", Kingston ironically tells us that 
her mother, who cannot read English, has read melodramatic 
"pirated versions" of The Woman Warrior translated into Chinese 
in Hong Kong, and has formed the complacent impression that the 
family "comes off well" in it (1991:23). 
The fourth chapter, "At the Western Palace ", describes Brave 
Orchid and Moon Orchid in a satirical vein, while ostensibly 
reproducing Brave Orchid's sense of things, by means of free 
indirect style. Congratulating herself on having thought to go first 
to the workplace of Moon Orchid's husband, Brave Orchid muses 
that had she and her sister visited his house they might have 
encountered his second wife, who could have "spoiled the 
surprise" by ringing him, and "gotten him on her side" (147): 
"Brave Orchid knew how the little wives maneuvered; her father 
had had two little wives" (147). The grammar of this passage 
appears to endorse Brave Orchid's pride in her own shrewdness. 
Yet it (also) amounts to a cool exposure both of her lack of female 
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solidarity with her father's wives, and of the inappropriateness of 
her transplanted Chinese terms for the illegally bigamous 
situation of Moon Orchid's Americanized husband. The figure who 
was conceived of as heroic in the earlier chapter "Shaman" 
appears to dwindle a little. 
Brave Orchid's insistence on devising the roles of mythic "Emperor 
of the East ", "Empress of the East" and (wicked) "Empress of the 
West" for her brother -in -law, sister, and new sister -in -law 
respectively, has something of Don Quixote's projected grandeur 
about it. At the same time, as Cheng Lok Chua (1991) has shown, 
on another level the author herself endows the characters with 
the mythic proportions of these very deities, a paradoxical tribute 
which cannot be elaborated here. For example, although Chua 
does not discuss this, the pill of immortality swallowed by the 
Moon Goddess but destined for her husband re- surfaces in the 
chapter as Moon Orchid's husband's magical youthfulness: "in this 
ghost country, a man could somehow keep his youth" (152). He in 
turn addresses his wife and sister -in -law as "Grandmothers ". For 
the sisters, or at least for Brave Orchid, since Moon Orchid is not 
fully convinced by the tale, what happens is what would happen 
in the story - the windmills are and remain giants. This is so 
despite the spectacular failure of the venture, from which all that 
Brave Orchid succeeds in wresting is a grudging lunch, bought for 
her sister and herself by Moon Orchid's husband. Sidonie Smith 
(1987: 166) puts it nicely when she says that the husband's sense 
of his first wife and sister -in -law as being characters "in a book 
[he] read long ago" is a "devastating" retort to Brave Orchid's 
attempt to fix him in a fable of her own. Yet, from an experience 
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which ultimately costs Moon Orchid her sanity, sending her to a 
mental institution, Brave Orchid emerges unruffled. While there is 
a certain shared irony between narrator and reader at Brave 
Orchid's interpretation of events, the whole chapter could be seen 
as an allegory of how each culture constructs and misconstrues 
the other. 
Kingston achieves a sense of mutual estrangement between an 
"invisible" yet oppressive emigrant world and a "solid" America 
by means other than those of an intermediate speech between 
English and Chinese, like the Japanese- inflected English in Kazuo 
Ishiguro's An Artist of the Floating World (see chapter seven). 
Amy Tan's novels are more explicitly concerned with the 
linguistic underpinnings of these worlds. Kingston herself has said 
that in writing "dialogue for people who are speaking Chinese ", 
she hoped "to capture some of the sounds and rhythms and power 
of Say Yup ", her parents' Cantonese dialect (cited in Skenazy and 
Martin 1998:17). Elsewhere she explains that the "English [she] 
was inventing" in her "first two books" "was a way to translate 
the dialogue of characters who spoke Chinese" (ibid.:78). 
Nevertheless, her Chinese immigrant characters, even Moon 
Orchid, all speak an almost fully colloquial English. Brave Orchid's 
response to her son's angrily sardonic suggestion that he "run 
over" his aunt "a little bit" to make her a more likely -looking 
accident victim for her surgeon husband is expressed in 
characteristically idiomatic English: 
"Stop being silly ", she said. "You Americans don't take life 
seriously." 
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"Mother, this is ridiculous. This whole thing is ridiculous." 
"Go. Do what I tell you. [...] You can't understand business 
begun in China. Just do what I say. Go." (151) 
Part of the irony of her reply is that it sounds archetypally 
American. If 'young people' were substituted for "Americans ", this 
could be an Anglo- American matron speaking ( "you young people 
don't take life seriously "). Brave -Orchid's at base un- Western 
attitude and motivation are conveyed through the sheer 
incongruousness of such a response to the son's outrageous, black - 
humorous comment. His mother comes back like a shot, refusing 
to cede him any ground, and this is part of her talking power. But 
her son's suggestion is only a little more improbable and brutal 
than her own proposal to have Moon Orchid lie on the road with 
"her leg bent under her ", which meets with "trembling no's" from 
her sister. It is an amusing understatement to call his suggestion 
"silly ", when it was said to show up the ludicrousness of the 
scenario Brave Orchid is intent on directing. Importantly, it shows 
how impervious his mother is to his sarcasm, which slides off her 
like the proverbial water off a duck's back. 
By the same token, the son speaks as if his aunt were not present, 
or at most an object to manoeuvre; he ignores her just as his uncle 
ignores Brave Orchid at first; both women are ghosts for the 
largely American men. When Maxine's father (referred to as 
"Brave Orchid's husband ", as if to suggest that she rules the 
household) opposes the scheme to regain Moon Orchid's husband, 
he does so again in an idiomatic English which seems to reflect a 
familiar Western male 'henpecked' attitude: "'You ought to leave 
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the poor man alone,' said Brave Orchid's husband. 'Leave him out 
of women's business - (142). Here there is a certain male 
solidarity, perhaps also present in Maxine's brother's annoyance 
at the project. But it is only the word "business ", also used by 
Brave Orchid, which has a slightly foreign resonance. The 
expression "poor man ", and the whole phrase "leave [..] [him] 
alone" could have come out of a Tennessee Williams play. 
When Brave Orchid is unwilling to answer her daughter's insistent 
questions she impatiently pushes them away: "Why don't you quit 
blabbering and get to work" (164). She responds with annoyance 
to Maxine's attempt to get her attention, sounding like a 
frustrated Anglo- American mother: "I can't stand this 
whispering[,] [...] senseless gabbings every night. I wish you would 
stop. Go away and work" (200). Kingston translates her forceful 
Chinese into dismissive American colloquialisms, "quit 
blabbering ", "I can't stand this ". After accusing Maxine of 
burdening her with her "craziness ", ' Brave Orchid adds "Leave me 
alone ". 
Brave Orchid's Cantonese -speaking presence is suggested less in 
her style of speech, which invariably sounds American, than in 
the import of what she says and in how her behaviour reflects a 
way of thinking that jars with common American expectations. 
The familiar sound of her idioms is Kingston's way of granting her 
mother's evaluation of what goes on a legitimacy equal to that 
assumed by her American readers' for their own perspective. It 
also represents an attempt to bring out similarities between 
mother /son and husband /wife relations across the two cultures. 
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Kingston says in an interview (Rabinowitz 1987:181) that she 
wishes she had known, before she wrote The Woman Warrior, 
that young men in her parents' village would tease girls who 
came to the family well, and try to make them break their jars. 
She reports that she would have liked to incorporate this into the 
story of her "No Name" aunt as an instance of a "sexy" behaviour 
which seems "universal ", in order to stress the parallels between 
the world of New Society Village and Stockton. She also speaks of 
having had in mind the Puritan communities of American 
literature (such as the townspeople of The Scarlet Letter 
[Rabinowitz 1987:182]) when she imagined the punitive 
behaviour of the Chinese villagers. But the parallels do not 
ultimately render the differences any less stark. The marauding 
villagers in "No Name Woman" "sob" and "cry" as they accomplish 
their work of destruction, rather than (say) wearing a look of 
grim satisfaction. A Chinese Australian who is a native speaker of 
Cantonese suggested to me that the villagers cry as they loot and 
destroy "because they are bringing shame on the village" (Joan 
Wong, personal communication). Nothing like this sobbing appears 
in texts such as The Scarlet Letter or The Crucible. 
Leslie Rabine (1979) argues perceptively that The Woman 
Warrior is characterized by "the voice of a writer who in a certain 
sense has already returned to write about her people [...] but who 
writes as the girl who cannot return" (149 -150). Like King -Kok 
Cheung, Rabine sees the book as "structured in a double and 
simultaneous movement" (149). In Cheung's words, the narration 
is "double- voiced ". Perhaps it could be described as polyphonic, in 
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that Kingston summons a number of voices and each chapter is 
narrated somewhat differently. To what extent is this the writing 
of a bicultural self? Might it be the work of a deeply American 
self puzzling over a diasporic Chinese childhood almost as distant 
as the village life of Moon Orchid's husband, like a "story in a 
book [he] read long ago "? This last alternative cannot adequately 
describe Kingston. Nevertheless, according to Patricia Chu 
(1992:95), Chinese readers would be likely to find the book 
American (and Kingston [1982] herself sees it very much in those 
terms), so it is written by someone who is to some degree located 
outside the emigrants' traditional culture. One could conclude that 
it is essentially a one -way translation that the author undertakes 
and accomplishes, trying to make sense of her upbringing in a 
Chinese emigrant family in the inhospitable, sceptical, 
uncomprehending light of the American English within which she 
now lives. 
And yet her project is more ambivalent than that suggests: there 
is an element of wanting to expose the other life, the "strange" 
injunctions, terrifying stories and "bizarre" eating habits, in order 
to force a meeting between her school and later adult 
environment and the dark world of her mother's tales of 
"deformed things" which had its own raison d'être when she lived 
in it. On the other hand, there is an impetus to explode the Anglo- 
American's comfortable sense of the world as being undeniably 
Anglo- American in order to to make equivalent room for a 
Chinese way of life, her mother's (and in China Men, her father's) 
way of thinking. Kingston appears to want the worlds she was 
sandwiched between as a child, to collide. (This is illustrated 
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particularly in the ironic episode of herself as a small girl having 
to hold the local chemist to account, on her mother's behalf, for an 
"unlucky" false delivery). She stands aside to allow the collision to 
happen. 
In "No Name Woman ", the opening pages of the story (also those 
of the book) plunge us into the alien drama of enacted 
punishment with little protective commentary. The menacing, 
mock -festive lights held by the marauding villagers on their way 
to the family house, like "a great saw, teeth strung with lights ", 
"zig zag" towards us as readers as well, homing in on us. The 
description of the dishes Brave Orchid cooked for her children and 
compelled them to eat, is in a way a parallel coercion of the 
reader into consuming them too - into being startled and repelled 
by the "same squid eye" reappearing at the table meal after meal, 
until it is eaten. There is a certain sly humour about Kingston's 
serving up of these descriptions. The acquired Americanness of 
Maxine and her siblings is nowhere more apparent than in their 
revolt against their mother's food, which presumably would have 
been considered normal if not appetizing, had they been growing 
up in China. The mother's maxim, "if it tastes good it's bad for 
you ", and vice versa, might have been more readily accepted 
there, less of an outrage to the children's palates. It becomes 
paradoxical in the American environment. 
Another way of interpreting Brave Orchid's saying would be to 
see in it a hidden reference to the Chinese proverb, "to eat bitter ", 
which means "to be disciplined ", "to bear hardship" 
(VanSpanckeren 1991:48). Kingston (1982:65) says that she put 
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various puns into the text of The Woman Warrior which could 
only be understood by Chinese speakers. This may be one of 
them. If so, the narrator's reluctance as a child to accept her 
mother's seemingly harsh and counterintuitive equation of 
offputting and wholesome food is mirrored by the non- Chinese- 
speaking reader's ignorance of the saying's figurative character. 
If Brave Orchid's cooking is analogous to her disciplinary tales 
which forced her children "to establish realities ", it may also be a 
metaphor for that upbringing which is Iost on the children and 
potentially on readers. As a misunderstood pun, the maxim would 
highlight the Chinese American children's linguistic confusion, 
which causes them to take their mother's words at face value and 
hence to regard them as contradictory. In the same way Maxine 
puzzles over whether a "talk- story" is a "true story" or "just a 
story" (202), according to American generic conventions. Her 
bewilderment is in turn experienced by the reader, who is 
immersed in The Woman Warrior's sea of fictional and factual 
undercurrents, which eludes our attempt to distinguish between 
the two categories. Brave Orchid mocks her daughter for not 
recognizing the difference between "a joke" and "real life ", "real" 
and "false" (202), although she has never impressed this 
distinction upon Maxine. 
Maxine's exchanges with her mother constitute a significant 
proportion of The Woman Warrior. Patricia Chu (1992:96) 
criticizes Elaine Kim's account of the book for privileging 
"sociological" factors over literary ones. Kingston (1982:63) 
responds to critics such as writer Frank Chin, who accuses her 
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proprietorially of "misrepresenting" Chinese American life, in 
terms which also repudiate the sociological: "I am not a sociologist 
who measures truth by the percentage of times behaviour takes 
place ". Her response is ungainsayable. Yet there are some striking 
convergences between aspects of Brave Orchid's depicted 
upbringing of Maxine and the relationship between mother and 
children that emerges, for example, from a comparative study of 
Taiwanese and Euro- American socialization practices (Peggy J. 
Miller 1996). In the taped conversations conducted by Miller and 
her co- researchers, the Chinese mothers' storytelling has a strong 
moral flavour and includes frequent negative comments about 
their children in their presence. These parallels shed some light 
on Maxine's struggle amongst cultural narratives in The Woman 
Warrior. 
When Maxine complains that her mother calls her "ugly ", Brave 
Orchid at first denies it and then retorts: "That's what we're 
supposed to say. That's what Chinese say. We like to say the 
opposite.' Maxine recalls: "It seemed to hurt her to tell me that - 
another guilt for my Iist" (T W W 203 -204). The sheer contrast 
with implied American ideals of upbringing brought out by Brave 
Orchid calling Maxine "ugly" or "bad" in front of visitors is itself 
an indication of the culturally embedded character of the 
difference. Miller's account of the differences registered in her 
research seems very close to the divergence Kingston perceives 
between her mother's approach to childrearing and American 
expectations that children be given encouragement in order to 
develop self- esteem and confidence: 
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[T]he Chinese ethnographer was much more likely than 
the American researcher to be invoked as audience to 
the child's past transgressions. This almost never 
happened in the American families [...] [which] seemed to 
go to great lengths to cast their children's past actions in 
a positive light when child and researcher were both 
present [...]. Chinese families were much more likely than 
their American counterparts to invoke rules and rule 
violations in narrating the child's past experiences, and 
they were more likely to structure their narrations so as 
to establish the child's transgressions as the point of the 
story. [...] [In] American stories [...] caregivers selected 
benign or entertaining events that illustrated how cute or 
smart or odd the child was. (191 -192) 
In their paper on mathematics learning in Chinese, Japanese and 
American schools, James Stigler and Michelle Perry (1990) arrive 
at very similar conclusions to MilIer's. According to their study, 
while Japanese and Chinese teachers frequently called children to 
the board to display their errors and have them corrected, 
American teachers "generally" did not do this, "because they 
fear[ed] the possible damage it might do to the child's self - 
esteem" (351). Stigler and Perry concluded that "American 
teachers feel more comfortable praising the student who 
performs well than discussing the errors that can occur in the 
course of problem solving" (351). 
Brave Orchid's surprised protest at Maxine's accusation of 
unmotherliness, "We like to say the opposite" (203), has 
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nonetheless been interpreted as something other than the 
invoking of a cultural script. Sidonie Smith (1987) sees this 
phrase as expressing Kingston' s realization of the "elusiveness of 
seif- representation that drives the autobiographical enterprise ": 
"[Maxine's] mother's reluctant admission - "`We like to say the 
opposite "' (237) - forces Kingston to question [...] her own 
interpretations and thus the `truth' or fictiveness' of the 
autobiography" (171). Joan Lidoff (1991) defines the saying as an 
instance of the mother's and daughter's joint tendency to give 
"multiple" narrative "renditions" of an occurrence, which she 
regards as archetypally female, in line with Nancy Chodorow's 
psychological theory. Each of these interpretations of the 
significance of Brave Orchid's phrase may be valid. But by 
omitting to consider the cross -cultural character of the exchange 
both critics seem to have missed the (main) point. 
Maxine catches 
genuinely taken 
the behaviour 
confrontation is 
her mother out in this scene; Brave Orchid is 
aback. So is Maxine, however, who understood 
as a repeated denigration of herself. The 
between two "cultural beings" (to use Peggy J. 
Miller's phrase). There is a momentary crossing of hitherto 
invisible cultural boundaries, a brief recognition of how, and how 
differently the other experiences this habitual practice. This 
moment - although it is followed by renewed hostility and can 
hardly be called an epiphany - reveals to us something more than 
Maxine's "mother" (that is her idiosyncrasy), her "village" (T W W 
205) or "the movies" in the often -quoted remark which Maxine 
addresses to Chinese Americans in the first chapter, and partly 
repeats in her last: 
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Chinese Americans, when you try to understand what 
things in you are Chinese, how do you separate what is 
peculiar to childhood, to poverty, insanities, one family, 
your mother who marked your growing with stories, 
from what is Chinese? What is Chinese tradition and 
what is the movies? (6) 
As Elaine Kim (1982:199) notes, "the movies" here implies an 
"externally imposed stereotype" substituted for Chinese heritage. 
Unlike Jade Snow Wong, who in Kim's view misattributes 
peculiarities of her own family to Chinese culture as a whole, 
Kingston is aware of the problem of identifying 'Chineseness' 
within, and distinguishing it from, merely individual experience. 
And yet, the narrator is surely also giving to understand that 
"what is Chinese" is nothing if not those things "peculiar" to her 
own experience. In a later passage she speaks of sorting out what 
is "just the village ", "just movies ", "just living" (TWW 205): if one 
edited out "living" what would be left? Chineseness is constituted 
precisely by childhood, poverty, insanities, one family and, in the 
more and more weighty catalogue, pre -eminently by the mother 
who marks a child's growing with stories. Another way of putting 
it might be to say that it is what seems peculiar about her 
childhood, her family, its response to poverty and to insanity, 
from the normative point of view of another culture within which 
Kingston has matured, that "marks" those phenomena as "Chinese" 
- or alternatively, that marks the perspective as American. As for 
"the movies ", Kingston (1982:57) has described her "White Tigers" 
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narrative - appreciatively - as a kind of "kung fu movie parody ", 
and says of her adaptation of Chinese myths: "The myths I write 
are new, American. That's why they often appear as cartoons and 
kung fu movies" (1991 :24). Cinema is clearly a medium the 
author draws on as both a literary and an ethnographic resource, 
even while it may present clichéd images of Chinese or American 
culture. 
"We like to say the opposite ", which Maxine senses it hurts her 
mother to have to say, is an explanation Brave Orchid would not 
usually give, or have to formulate for herself. It is striking that 
she appears to find it hurtful. She clearly takes her daughter's 
reproach to be unjust. Perhaps the hurt is also due to the 
difficulties inherent in articulating the underlying principle of 
"say[ing] the opposite ". If Cantonese discourse takes for granted 
that parents must for the sake of modesty pretend to present 
their children as ugly or stupid to visitors even though they are 
proud of them, it would be like trying to speak English - which 
Brave Orchid cannot do (TWW 165) - to formulate something so 
countercultural in Cantonese as an explanation of a received 
axiom of this kind. Ironically and rather poignantly, the 
explanation that Brave Orchid resorts to sounds typically 
paradoxical to her daughter, and is in danger of being dismissed 
as mere hoodwinking, Iike the talk -stories which "scramble 
[Maxine] up" (202). 
6. "No Name Woman" as a translated self; "Brave Orchid" 
as translated author 
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The opening chapter ( "No Name Woman ") tells a story about a 
long -dead woman, through which Maxine can convey some of the 
texture of her own early life, the "growing" "marked" indelibly by 
her mother's stories which she tried to outgrow. King -Kok Cheung 
(1993:85) weights the balance entirely towards this 
autobiographical impulse, in contrast to critics who see the story 
as liberating Maxine's nameless aunt by endowing her with 
identity: "Not the aunt's but the narrator's subjectivity is 
unfurled ". While this is true up to a point, and an acute 
observation, it is also the case that Kingston's narrator endeavours 
to imagine what it was like to be the nameless aunt through the 
prism of her own American experience, for example by comparing 
her aunt's contacts with young men, whom she would have called 
"brother" indiscriminately, to her own dates with boys at school: 
"I used to add 'brother' silently to boys' names" (12). There is 
much more than a mere "play[ing] with different identities" 
(Cheung 1993:85) in a passage where the narrator describes her 
aunt contemplating her newborn child: 
She opened her loose shirt and buttoned the child inside. 
After resting, it squirmed and thrashed and she pushed 
it up to her breast. It turned its head this way and that 
until it found her nipple. There, it made little snuffling 
noises. She clenched her teeth at its preciousness, lovely 
as a young calf, a piglet, a little dog. (4) 
A passage like this proclaims an unfurling not so much of the 
narrator's subjectivity as of the narrator's art, her 'negative 
capability' to imagine the last hours of her aunt's life, to give her 
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belated life. This is so despite Kingston's claim that The Woman 
Warrior is a "selfish book" in comparison with the more detached 
narrative of China Men (Skenazy and Martin 1998:18), and that 
where in TWW she was concerned with her own inner "voices ", 
her novel Tripmaster Monkey evolved out of the "voices" "[she] 
heard around [her]" (cited in Wogowitsch 1995:36). Much of the 
narrative of "No Name Woman" also seems to emerge from a 
concentrated listening, an attention to a life which is half - 
imagined, half reached for into the past. 
Kingston imagines different possibilities in her aunt's story. These 
are often "contradictory versions" existing "side by side ", as 
Cheung puts it, all of which the aunt could not possibly have 
"inhabit[ed]" at the same time. Kathryn VanSpanckeren (1991) 
has suggested how this multiplicity of accounts reflects a Chinese 
literary tradition: 
Kingston's sometimes contradictory talk -stories recall the 
multiple variants of Chinese narratives that grew in lush 
profusion from shifting oral tradition, continuous literary 
reworkings, and the characteristically Chinese density of 
allusion and symbolism. (44) 
It is also true, however, that Kingston's rehearsal of possible 
scenarios gradually comes to resemble, and merge with, the 
hesitation which the aunt is likely to have experienced in the final 
moments before her suicide. As new thoughts come to the 
narrator about what might have gone through her aunt's mind, so 
the aunt could have formed new resolutions about what to do. 
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First, to give birth in the pigsty, amid some familial shelter; then 
to try to save the child, throw it on its relatives' mercy; then to 
take it with her to the well. 
The versions are positively incompatible while the aunt's 
relations with the child's father are being conjured up: from rape 
by a stranger, a villager, a member of the family, to subtle 
attraction, to enticement by care of her appearance, to (and this is 
rejected almost immediately by the narrator) wild unconstrained 
sexual passion ( "It could very well have been that my aunt [...] 
kept rollicking company" [8]). Once the oscillation between "No 
Name" woman's final thoughts is being portrayed, moving 
inexorably towards the known fact about the story's end, the 
decision to take the child to its death, then the alternatives are no 
longer contradictory variants. They become possible impulses in 
the outcast's whirling mind, during her last night alive - a final 
coherent narrative of sudden, desperate swings in a resolve that 
had to fall back entirely on itself, with none of its accustomed 
guidance or support. On this night, the aunt would have been for 
the first time a "tribal person alone ", according to Kingston's 
oxymoron. As a language migrant, the autobiographer has felt 
herself to be a tribal person alone, and The Woman Warrior 
attempts to reclaim her tribal identification without sacrificing 
her independence from hated aspects of tradition. 
How does Kingston's writing achieve what Cheung calls, with 
characteristic acuity, "a bicultural idiom "? Partly it does so in the 
way "No Name Woman" unites the author's impulse to confront 
the Western reader uncompromisingly with the alien logic of the 
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villagers' attack on the family house, and her desire to wonder 
about her aunt's inner life, in terms derived from the language of 
Western selfhood. 
There is something of a martial art, so to speak, about Kingston's 
storytelling in The Woman Warrior. Very like her mother's style 
of "talk- story" as she represents it, her own is characterised by a 
staccato delivery of blows, after which the teller does not pause to 
linger over their effect, but passes rapidly onto the next story. 
Kingston is a "word warrior" in this sense. In the well -known 
opening lines, the narrator's mother delivers a series of terrible 
secrets like short stabs: 
'You must not tell anyone', my mother said, 'what I am 
about to tell you. In China your father had a sister who 
killed herself. She jumped into the family well. We say 
that your father has all brothers because it is as if she 
had never been born.' (3) 
Maxine's sentences are often equally short and devastating. It is 
as if she did not wait to register the reader's reaction, just as her 
mother seems to pay her listeners and their sensibilities no 
attention while inflicting her stories: 
My aunt could not have been the lone romantic who gave 
up everything for sex. Women in the Old China did not 
choose. Some man had commanded her to lie with him 
and be his secret evil. I wonder whether he masked 
himself when he joined the raid on her family. (6) 
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These few curt sentences entertain the hideous possibility of the 
aunt having been punished not for a deliberate transgression of 
social codes (where the punishment is already unjust and extreme 
from a contemporary Western standpoint), but for another's 
violation of herself. Equally terrible, the narrator asserts 
laconically that her aunt's attacker would have joined her 
vengeful judges in punishing her for his own crime. The only 
thing which remains in doubt is whether he masked himself 
before doing so; the implication is, he may have wanted to hide 
from his victim's anguished - yet possibly powerful and shaming 
- recognition of him. This possibility has an affinity with analyses 
of the Chinese concept of "face" by commentators such as Eunice 
Shih (1986:19 -21), in that it suggests that what the man would 
fear most would be literally exposure of his features to another's 
eyes, rather than to the other's knowledge of his misdeed. On the 
other hand, the man may have brazenly left his face uncovered. 
All of this is indirectly conveyed by these terse lines, which 
unlike the mother's matter -of -fact telling, thinly mask a sense of 
outrage in their very dispassionateness. Again: 
Uncles, cousins, nephews, brothers would have looked, 
too[...]. Poverty hurt, and that was their first reason for 
leaving. But another, final reason for leaving the crowded 
house was the never -said. (10) 
Here, in a single sentence, the possibility of incest is mentioned 
( "the never -said "), not as if it were a speculation, but as if it were 
a new fact come to light which superseded the previous 
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conjectures. Again, Kingston may be drawing on the concept of 
"face" here, face which would be lost not if someone outside the 
family found out about incestuous feelings, but if something were 
said. 
The resemblance between the mother's Chinese talk -story and the 
daughter's American English style is partly due, of course, to the 
mediation of the mother's stories, which are in effect re -told by 
Kingston, both in English and in her own words. "Some of the faces 
stopped to peer at us, their eyes rushing like searchlights..." (4). It 
seems unlikely that Brave Orchid would have used an image like 
"searchlights ", drawn from metropolitan life in an industrialized 
country, in the midst of her talk- story, oriented to a pre- 
industrial past. The image is evidence of the way in which the 
narrator's voice is superimposed on her mother's in the course of 
translation. Brave Orchid is credited with saying: "'...One woman 
swung a chicken, whose throat she had slit, splattering blood in 
red arcs about her... "'. "Red arcs" is clearly Kingston's own poetic 
use of English, even if her mother created a comparable effect 
when telling the story in Cantonese. In China Men, Kingston 
expresses interest in correspondences between Cantonese and 
English idioms such as the `eyes' of potatoes, and wonders 
"whether Chinese also think corn come in ears" (181). 
A passage in the mother's cautionary tale of her sister -in -law 
both exemplifies and offers a metaphor for a fundamental 
characteristic common to both mother and daughter in 
storytelling: 
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We stood together in the middle of our house, in the 
family hall with the pictures and table of the ancestors 
around us, and Iooked straight ahead. (4) 
The looking straight ahead during the onslaught of the villagers 
seems to be a staring with fear, but also with anger, maintaining 
some sort of dignity under outrage. The straightness of the 
looking characterizes both Brave Orchid's manner of telling the 
story, looking neither right nor left but boring straight into the 
listener's mental eye, and Kingston's spare, rivetting style, which 
like her mother's eyes "never once skitter [...] off a face" (59). 
Chapter Five "Su propio idioma": a Struggle between 
Languages of the Self in Richard Rodriguez's Hunger of 
Memory 
"While [Rodriguez] is eloquently nostalgic for the Edenic world of his 
preschool years, he makes no attempt to recover or to voice his Hispanic 
heritage in his autobiography." - G. Thomas Couser (1989:214) 
1. Introduction 
Hunger of Memory: the Education of Richard Rodriguez (1982) has 
been called a "landmark in the Latino search for self -definition" 
(Stavans 1995:158). Since publication it has become a classic of 
American ethnic autobiography, despite its author's denial that it 
belongs to the genre (H o M 7). A narrative marked by 
ambivalence on many fronts, Hunger of Memory tells of 
Rodriguez's sheltered, Spanish - speaking childhood in Sacramento, 
his distinction as a student of English literature, his rejection of 
academe in the conviction of having been unfairly advantaged by 
affirmative action, and an eventual career as a freelance writer on 
public issues. The autobiography seems caught in a hypnotic 
perpetual motion between affirming the value of the mobility 
Rodriguez's American education afforded him, and lamenting the 
distance it created from his working -class, Mexican -born parents. 
Rodriguez's separation from his parents is as much linguistic as 
social, the consequence of his loss of Spanish, the medium of his 
family's communication and "closeness" (21). Teachers at the 
school he attended in California in the 1950s urged his parents to 
speak English at home instead of Spanish, in the belief that only 
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this would improve their children's literacy skills. Despite their 
own Iimited English, they complied. The result for Rodriguez as a 
child was a "subtractive bilingualism" 1 (Genesee 1977:153) in 
which forgetting Spanish became the correlate of learning English. 
The author shows in stark relief how his growing away from his 
parents originated in this imposed change of language; education 
in English converted Ricardo Rodriguez into "Richard Rodriguez ", 
an individual initially strange to himself and in many ways 
foreign to his parents - hence the sub -title, with its half- ironic 
echo of Henry Adams. 
Nevertheless, Rodriguez argues that the "great change" education 
wrought in his life was "not linguistic but social" (32). He narrates 
his life as, essentially, a class passage, framing it in Richard 
Hoggart's 1957 account of the "scholarship boy" of working -class 
parents in the British midlands, whose education, skills and 
1 Rodriguez's experience appears to be a classic case: "Additive 
bilingualism is characterized by the acquisition of two 
useful and prestigious 
Subtractive bilingualism 
language 
This [...] 
languages 
[...] occurs 
socially 
which are mutually viable. 
when the acquisition of one 
threatens to replace or dominate the other language. 
situation is most likely to happen with members of ethnic 
minority groups such as Spanish Americans [...] for whom the 
acquisition of English very often results in the gradual loss of the 
native language. [It] may also be accompanied by subtractive 
biculturalism to the extent that the language and the culture of 
the group are interwoven, and to the extent that the culture of 
the dominant language group threatens to replace or dominate 
the culture of the nondominant language group. Taylor [...] 
contends that `threats to ethnic identity, which arise from 
inequalities in intergroup relations may alter the motivational 
balance for becoming bilingual. - (Genesee 1977:153). 
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interests isolate him from his close -knit family: "This is what 
matters to me: the story of the scholarship boy who returns home 
one summer from college to discover bewildering silence, facing 
his parents" (Rodríguez 1982:5). A lonely middle -class 
individualism supplants working -class "gregariousness" (Hoggart) 
and interdependency. The compensation for such loneliness, on 
Rodriguez's account, is a viable "public" identity, whereas his 
disadvantaged early childhood was one "of intense family 
closeness. And extreme public alienation" (3). 
Rodriguez's one -way analysis 
explanation "not linguistic but 
Social differences themselves 
is problematic. To begin with, the 
social" draws on a false dichotomy. 
have an impact on language, and 
are in turn shaped by it, obvious intra- linguistic examples (or 
symptoms) of this being social registers, regional accents, idioms, 
with the attitudes they entail. Assuredly, on an inter -linguistic 
(and -ethnic) level, similar material conditions lived over 
generations may help generate commonalities in outlook and 
speech; parallels between the verbal styles of English and 
Mexican workers of recent rural origin2 would be unsurprising - 
although none such are discussed in Hunger of Memory. But there 
is also an important distinction between linguistic phenomena and 
socio- economic conditions evident in aspects of a natural language 
(such as English) that are shared by speakers belonging to 
different social groups. 
Rodriguez tends to reduce the linguistic in this sense to the socio- 
economic, as though working -class or middle -class culture 
2 See Section 6. 
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completely transcended linguistic and ethnic differences. His 
many references to "cultural" differences that concern class alone, 
are striking in a bilingual ethnic writer: "[B]ecause of my 
schooling, I had grown culturally separated from my parents" 
(72); "Years of schooling must pass before the [scholarship] boy 
will be able to sketch the cultural differences in his day" (46). A 
pointedly ambiguous case is Rodriguez's declaration about his own 
surname in the following self- introductory gambit (from the 
prologue): 
`Mr. ?... 
Rodriguez. The name on my door. The name on my 
passport. The name I carry from my parents - who 
are no longer my parents, in a cultural sense. [...] 
Consider me [...] a comic victim of two cultures. This is 
my situation: writing these pages, surrounded [...] by 
volumes of Montaigne and Shakespeare and Lawrence. 
They are mine now. (4 -5) 
In this context, the name "Rodriguez" seems to feature as 
generically working -class, an attribute of parents whose son has 
been virtually orphaned by entry into the middle- class. 
Montaigne et al are taken self -evidently to belong to an 
undifferentiated "culture" of the educated, from which the 
author's parents are barred. But the same literary culture 
includes writers in Spanish: 
[T]oday [I] read García Lorca and García Márquez [in 
Spanish] at my leisure. But what consolation can that 
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fact bring against the knowledge that my mother and 
father have never heard of García Lorca or García 
Márquez? (5) 
While this is a powerful point, it tends to obscure what the 
Rodriguez -es senior might yet share with these authors (one 
Iberian, the other Colombian): first of all the Spanish name from 
which Richard Rodriguez, as a professedly "assimilated" (4) 
American, feels so strangely disconnected; secondly, their native 
language - in the phrase of Cuban writer Edmundo Desnoes 
(1994), they were all "born in Spanish" ( "Nacer en español"). In 
dismissing the importance of the "linguistic" in his personal 
history (it will be argued), Rodriguez misses the cultural import of 
natural language. This neglect is closely connected with the 
controversial personal stance on acculturation which informs 
Hunger of Memory. 
Rodriguez presents his school experience as evidence of the 
necessary demise of a non -English- speaking child's first language 
in the process of becoming, through education, a participant in 
American public society. He engages in a vehement polemic 
against the 1970s U.S. policy of bilingual education for ethnic 
minority children, arguing that it perpetuates disadvantage by 
delaying and even threatening their participation in mainstream 
(middle- class) English- speaking culture. The bittersweet success 
of his own strictly monolingual education is offered as proof of 
the bilingual program's potential destructiveness. Ilan Stavans 
comments in The Hispanic Condition (1995) that this political 
outlook has made Hunger of Memory 
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a favourite target of attack by student activists and 
politically correct university professors, who 
sometimes seemed eager to demonize the writer. But 
[...] Rodriguez is not any sort of right -winger. Political 
analysis is neither his interest nor his strength. 
Rather, he is offended when his writing is used for the 
partisan endorsement of governmental programs and 
responds accordingly.[...] Rodriguez [...] does not offer a 
historical analysis as much as a meditative and 
speculative autobiography. (158) 
There is, however, an inherent conflict between the polemical and 
the "meditative" tendencies of Hunger of Memory. The experience 
Rodriguez uses as material for his polemical point - the social gain 
won at the cost of his native tongue and the closeness to his 
parents which it expressed and embodied - seems to create its 
own demands on him. This tension, a fault -line in the narrative, 
occupies many critics: Raymund A. Paredes (1987) speaks of "the 
use of [a] style" that "seems" "thoughtful" and "poignant" "in the 
service of rhetoric" (24); less hostilely, G. Thomas Couser (1989) 
notes: 
Rodriguez's text sometimes induces invalid conclusions 
from his experience. In particular, his views on 
bilingualism don't cohere or convince. [...] [T]he 
narrative's images seem to deny what Rodriguez 
explicitly affirms - the desirability of monolingual 
education. (215 -217) 
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By contrast, the "contradictions and confusions" strike Paul John 
Eakin (1992) as "honest rather than evasive" (135)3. 
As important as these logical and psychological dissonances are 
empirical ones. Studies by many sociologists suggest, to the 
contrary of Rodriguez's predictions, that among Mexican American 
children today "strong ethnic affiliation" - adherence to the 
parental language and "close emotional connection with their 
Latino culture" - actually plays "a unique role" in "the 
maintenance of the motivation to achieve in school" (Enrique 
Trueba 1997:269; cf. also his references to Diaz Salcedo 1996, and 
Suárez Orozco 1995)4. There are in any case limits to the claims a 
single autobiographer can make to representative status on behalf 
3 I agree with Eakin (1992:129) that the title Hunger of Memory 
is oriented towards the "more powerful pole of attraction" in the 
book and not with Paredes (1987:20), who writes that the thrust 
of the book, in favour of assimilation, unambiguously "contradicts 
the implication [...] of [the] title ". Alice Kaplan (1994:61) likewise 
finds that "[í]n spite of his assurance that ethnic identity is a 
loser's strategy, Rodriguez does not hide the loss he has suffered, 
and the pain he feels makes his story compelling, even to those 
readers who would most oppose its message ". 
4 Sociological studies of "bicultural" identity among Mexican - 
Americans also suggest alternatives to Rodriguez's unequivocally 
"subtractive" biculturalism. According to one survey -based model, 
"a second -generation Mexican American may retain his strong 
orientation to his family, and continue to be emotionally 
expressive and deferent to authority, consistent with the norms of 
Mexican American culture. However, he may also demonstrate a 
more competitive stance at a job and highly value his individual 
success at school, demonstrating that he has also acquired many 
norms of mainstream U.S. culture" (Rotheram -Borus 1993:88). 
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of a whole ethnic minority. This chapter does not propose, 
however, to dwell on these kinds of problems with arguments in 
Hunger of Memory. It looks rather at possible instances of 
linguistic confusion or "transference ", as illuminating forms - 
some deliberate, some inadvertent - of bicultural self- translation 
and mis- translation. 
In an important essay on Rodriguez, Eakin (1992) argues that the 
relationship of Ianguage to identity is central to Hunger of 
Memory. He discerns two opposed "voices" in the autobiography: 
one "expository ", the other "narrative -lyric" (128). In the 
expository mode, the author "presents himself as a tough- minded 
realist, arguing that bilingualism [...] fails to recognize the 
importance of acculturation [...] in the melting pot of the American 
school" (120). By contrast, the narrative voice vividly evokes the 
costs of assimilation, undermining assertions that the change 
education effected in the author was ultimately beneficial. While 
the expository voice denies the possibility of ever translating 
what Rodriguez calls the "intimate utterance" of the key figures in 
his childhood, in the "narrative" mode he "does in fact translate" it 
in "scene after scene" of the opening chapter (Eakin 1992:126). 
The "romantic" (127) counterplot celebrates a possible return to 
Rodriguez's lost childhood, through an autobiographical discourse 
receptive to the "hunger" of memory. 
For Eakin, then, the "inextricable" link between language and 
identity in H o M concerns the dialectic between these 
"languages" (128) within Rodriguez's English prose, 
symbolizing and advocating respectively the "private" 
two 
each 
and 
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"public" discourses into which he was initiated as a child. I want 
to draw attention to another asymmetrical, yet dynamic and, I 
think, critical dialogue between two languages in H o M : not 
different variants of English but rather (Mexican) Spanish and 
(American) English. Spanish is always mediated in the text by 
English, and its appearance in italics makes it seem to occupy a 
secondary plane. But it is also present in its own right as a 
continuous background vernacular, affecting the English (for all 
its powerful claims to the status of normalcy) as well. In the same 
way, voices of 'significant others' like Rodriguez's parents are at 
once mediated by the narrator's voice and heard to some degree 
in their own right. 
To foreground relations between Spanish and English in this way, 
however, runs counter to the primary terms in which Rodriguez 
casts his experience. I quote again from Eakin's succinct 
paraphrase: 
For the adult [...] it is a question not of a shift from a 
Spanish -language to an English- language identity, as 
the child naively assumes at first, but rather of a shift 
from a private to a public mode of identity. (118) 
IronicaIIy, as will be seen, this "naive" understanding is precisely 
the one Rodriguez writes out of in his second, significantly 
revisionist memoir, Days of Obligation: An Argument with My 
Mexican Father (1992). 
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Not unreasonably, Raymund A. Paredes (1987) regards the 
relative paucity of Spanish words in HoM as strategic, serving an 
assimilationist message: 
Rodriguez tells us virtually nothing about children's 
games or rhymes, [...] recalls no corridos [popular 
romances in words and musics], [...] repeats hardly any 
Spanish words or phrases although Spanish had been 
his first language. [He] presents a childhood bereft of 
culture... [His] claim to a rich Mexican American past 
[may] be a political device and a rhetorical gesture. 
(20) 
With justification, G. Thomas Couser (1989:219) calls HoM "a 
virtually monolingual, monocultural and monologic text ". This is 
an accurate description of both a clearly conveyed intent and 
certain unexamined assumptions - with which this chapter aims 
to engage. But the Spanish words that Rodriguez does include are 
significant, and I think repay more sustained notice. I would 
argue that the Spanish vocabulary and certain recurrent elements 
in Rodriguez's description of his movement from Spanish into 
English suggest the rootedness of particular relations and hence of 
individual selfhood in natural language, one spoken in a home as 
much as one taught impersonally at school. 
2. Rodriguez's early childhood 
"At home they spoke Spanish. The language of their Mexican past sounded 
in counterpoint to the English of public society." (13) 
5 Cervantes -Walls Spanish and English Dictionary of the Americas. 
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Until the age of six, Rodriguez was brought up speaking Spanish. 
He came to school with "some fifty stray English words ". Although 
an older brother and sister had gone to school before him, the 
sight of their "mysterious" books did little to prepare him for the 
shock he encountered when he became a pupil himself. For the 
first time, he was forced into an English- speaking environment 
for a large part of the clay. His confusion after months in the 
classroom led his teachers, nuns from the local school, to make 
their momentous intervention. Their request that his parents 
speak English is described by Rodriguez approvingly as 
"unsentimental ", yet with unmistakable ambivalence: "In an 
instant, [my parents] agreed to give up the language (the sounds) 
that had revealed and accentuated our family's closeness" (21). 
His mother and father "united" to tell their children: -Ahora, 
speak to us en inglés"'. 
Rodriguez relates that until that time his parents' voices, speaking 
in Spanish, had reassured him on his return from school of a 
warm and protective atmosphere at home, a kind of fort against 
the cold, alíen world of Anglo- Americans, "los gringos ". When his 
parents began to speak their broken English with him at home, 
the child felt a terrible invasion of his family's hidden world had 
occurred: 
One [...] morning I entered the kitchen where my 
parents were talking in Spanish. I did not realize that 
they were talking in Spanish however until, at the 
moment they saw me, I heard their voices change to 
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speak English. Those gringo sounds they uttered 
startled me. Pushed me away. In that moment of 
trivial misunderstanding and profound insight, I felt 
my throat twisted by unsounded grief. I turned 
quickly and left the room. (21 -22) 
Rodriguez sees in this wrenching, literal turning point the 
beginning of an erosion of his "private individuality" and a 
corresponding development of "public individuality ", since by 
learning to speak English he entered the public realm. The cost to 
his family's rich, secret life, behind the "screen door" which 
symbolically separated them from the rest of the world, is 
represented as inevitable. Without it, he argues, he would have 
learnt too late "the great lesson of school, that I had a public 
identity" (19). 
"Optimism" had led Rodriguez's parents - who met and married in 
the United States - to settle in a 
Sacramento, rather than the Mexican 
occasional visits of relatives when 
white middle -class area of 
migrant district. Apart from 
"the noise and the bodies 
would spill out to the backyard and front porch" (13) they had no 
regular visitors: "Our house stood apart. A gaudy yellow in a row 
of white bungalows. We were [...] the foreigners on the block" 
(13). "[F]oreigners" is what Anglo- Americans on the block would 
have called the family. Although Rodriguez uses the word here 
from the perspective of an assimilated person, he injects a certain 
irony into it: "foreigners" competes with the Spanish term 
"gringos" 
- a word meaning at once ` Anglos' and `foreigners', 
"charged with bitterness and distrust" (23) - which defined their 
244 
white neighbours for his parents. French essayist Jean -Luc Nancy 
(1994: 117) offers the following definition of gringo: 
Gringo, the name you use for the white American[...], 
derived from Griego, the Greek, who was in the past, 
the typical foreigner. The same foreigner that made 
you foreigners on your own land... 
"Strangers" is a word that recurs throughout Hunger of Memory, 
complementary to another recurrent term, "intimacy ". At one 
point, Rodriguez writes, of daily life in the United States: "In 
public I expect most of the faces I meet to be the faces of 
strangers. (How do you do ?)" (32, emphasis mine). Perhaps the 
Spanish word gringo learnt from his parents is partly responsible 
for the frequency and potency of the English word: its shadow. 
Rodriguez experienced American social relations against the 
background of his family's microcosm of Mexico, which gave him 
an insight into their cultural specificity, even though here he 
presents the 'Anglo' cultural script "how do you do ?" - a breezy, 
strictly nominal enquiry that irks many immigrants6 - as 
neutrally "public ". In England too, Rodriguez recalls himself and 
other readers in the British Museum "pass[ing]" one another 
"silently at the end of the day, strangers" (70). 
6 Cf. Polish émigré Stanislaw Baraticzak's poem "Smalltalk" 
(Baradczak 1989), which begins, "How Are You, I'm Just Fine" and 
ends, "our conversation will be too brief /for me to manage to go 
beyond How Are Things, Not Bad ". 
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The fact that Rodriguez did not grow up in a barrio, although he 
heard a "ghetto Spanish" (16) at home, is no doubt a factor in his 
dissent from the stance of Hispanic bilingual activists, his 
contemporaries, whose conception of an unassimilated communal 
identity draws on the barrio experience he never had. 
3. Ricardo Rodriguez into "Rich -heard Road -ree- guess" 
Rodriguez makes clear that his change of name at school at once 
symbolizes and inaugurates his transformation from a 
disadvantaged child into an empowered adult. It mediates 
between the two crucial relationships of the autobiography: his 
close but obstructed and now largely silent relation with his 
parents, whose surname seems counterintuitive when applied to 
himself, and his distant but fluent relation with his reader, a 
person whom he can address at will - on the subject of himself - 
in a published work: "[L]anguage [...] determine[s] my public 
identity[,] [...] permits me here to describe myself, writing... 
/Writing this manuscript" (7, last ellipsis in original). 
The opening passage of "Aria" ('One') is one of the most forceful 
depictions to be encountered of the experience of being 
catapulted into a new language, culture and ethnic group. The 
author's first day at school in Sacramento, where he is by 
"geographical accident" the only non -white child in his classroom, 
has the quality of a nightmarish awakening to the real world. As 
the nun in the class -room pronounces his new name, "Rich -heard 
Road -ree- guess ", he turns "[q]uickly" in time to see his "mother's 
face" "dissolve in a watery blur behind the pebbled glass door" 
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(11). The image combines the suggestion of tears and the unreal: 
the face behind the glass seems to be weeping, but the "pebbled" 
pane imitates the blurred vision of someone crying - Ricardo 
himself. At the same time, his mother's features are effaced, as 
she "dissolve[sj" like a figure in a dream, leaving him awake and 
alone with "los gringos ". 
The nun's "friendly but oddly impersonal voice" pronouncing his 
new name was "the first time" he had heard anyone "name [him] 
in English" (13). Rich -heard Road -ree- guess, the name by which 
Rodriguez is known and introduces himself as an adult, was 
originally experienced as a strange distortion. The spelling -out of 
its syllables renders the American pronunciation in an almost 
grotesque way, with an exaggerated 'r', hissing 's' and false long 
`o'. Alice Kaplan (1994) captures the nuances of this transcription: 
the autobiographer learns to hear his own name in 
English as a series of discrete English words connoting 
understanding but also the mob (herd /heard); travel 
but also exile (road); wonder but also confusion 
(guess). The words contained in his American name 
sum up the tones he wiII strike in his story. (61) 
As G. Thomas Couser (1989:216) notes, "his new name is 
truncated; the dropping of one syllable destroys the symmetry 
and the rhythm of his Spanish name ". Yet the immediate 
distortion created a new version of himself, which subsequently 
became 'natural', as Rodriguez explains: "The social and political 
advantages I enjoy as a man result from the day that I came to 
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believe that my name, indeed, is Rich -heard Road -ree- guess" (27). 
Learning to answer to the new name was a first step in exercising 
the authority conferred in his society by a command of English; it 
was a leap out of the powerlessness of "ghetto Spanish ". 
Henceforward, the "English voices" of Rodriguez's teachers at 
school calling out "Rich- heard" were, he says, "slowly prying loose 
my ties to my other name, its three notes, R i -car -d o " (21). 
Retrospectively, the name "Ricardo" comes to epitomise the effect 
of all the other "sounds" of his parents' "words" at home by which 
he "would feet embraced" (16). He hears those Spanish sounds as 
having "said ", essentially, "You belong with us. In the family. 
(Ricardo.)" (16). 
4. Sounds and voice vs. words and meaning 
4.1 A world of sounds 
Rodriguez conveys with a particular immediacy the pervasive 
impact of sounds in his childhood: 
I lived in a world magically compounded of sounds. I 
remained a child longer than most; I lingered too long, 
poised at the edge of language - often frightened by 
the sounds of los gringos, delighted by the sounds of 
Spanish at home. (16) 
Spanish and English sounds sharply distinguished between home 
and the "gringo" outdoors. In Spanish, his parents would speak 
"quickly ", with 'ease ", but in English their "sentences [..] got stuck 
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with 'eh' and 'ah' sounds ", their rhythms were "hesitant ", and they 
would produce "high- whining vowels and guttural consonants ". 
They "would have to strain - their bodies tense - to catch the 
sense of what was rapidly said by los gringos" (13). By contrast, 
the English speech of people in public seemed to Ricardo "loud, 
booming with confidence ". So many of the words they used were 
still unknown to him, that when the butcher or the lady at the 
drugstore said something to him, "exotic polysyllabic sounds 
would bloom in the midst of their sentences" (14). For Ricardo, the 
"air stirred with sound ". 
These aural images acutely reveal the relation between the 
Ianguage someone speaks in a multi- ethnic but officially uni- 
lingual society and his or her position in it. This goes beyond 
Rodriguez's overt theme that mastery of the dominant language 
entitles a person to benefits otherwise inaccessible. What is 
distinctive and authoritative is his evocation of the physical 
sensation of launching into an exchange in a foreign language with 
a native speaker on his or her home ground: the hesitation, the 
desperate effort to follow the thread of meaning, the potential for 
humiliation. An account of what Rodriguez calls a "blaring white 
memory" describes himself as a child listening to his father speak 
with a teenage attendant at a brightly -lit gasoline station. It 
evokes his own double sense of shame: first at hearing his father 
emit words so confused that they "slid together to form one 
word ", and reach "falsetto notes" in an attempt to appeal to the 
attendant's understanding; secondly, at his own shame and desire 
to dissociate himself from his father. When his father tries to put 
his hand on Ricardo's shoulder as they walk home, the son evades 
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his grasp and runs on ahead in "feigned boyish exuberance ". 
Hearing his parents struggle to communicate in the dominant 
language eroded his confidence in them. This incident is 
compelling, although its use in support of Rodriguez's argument 
for assimilation is less so7. (More could be said about the psycho - 
social import of this scene, but it would be outside the scope of 
my argument. For a sustained account of the socio- political 
implications of HoM, see Paredes 1987 and Couser 1989.) 
4.2 "Intimacy is not created by a particular language" : 
the denial of a linguistic basis for the loss of family 
closeness 
Rodriguez's preoccupation with sound has another dimension, 
however. (A lot will ride on "sound "; sound is, in a way, his main 
metaphor for his family's language, Spanish.) Sound is early 
contrasted with meaning, and indeed, language is continually 
being divided into the categories of sense and sound. 
The word "intimacy" is one of the most frequently used in HoM, 
and it has a specific, bilingual significance throughout. For the 
purpose of discussing Rodriguez's equation between sound and 
family relations, I postpone examining his use of the term in 
7 As the psychologist Helen Merrell Lynd (1958:55) writes: "For a 
child of immigrant parents there is often acute conflict between 
the desire to look up to his parents and the shame he feels for the 
exposure of their different ways and their uncertainty and 
unseemliness in a strange land ". See chapter six for a discussion of 
immigrant and ethnic children's embarrassment at their parents' 
"foreign" behaviour. 
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detail (to the next section, 5). He uses "intimacy" interchangeably 
with "closeness" to describe both family relations and 
relationships with American friends, giving it an unexamined 
transcultural application. 
Feelings of intimacy are primarily thought of in the book as 
conveyed by the sound of an intimate person's voice, and the 
sense of uniqueness which accompanies it. They are not to be 
found in articulated meanings. Rodriguez impresses on us that the 
words an `intimate" speaks typically say "nothing very important" 
(32). They are in fact "almost irrelevant" (37) to the underlying 
meaning of what is said, which lies in its being exclusively 
addressed to the hearer. As he puts it in one characteristically 
rhythmic formulation: 
The communication of intimacy passes through the 
word to enliven its sound. But it cannot be held by the 
word. Cannot be clutched or ever quoted. It is too 
fluid. It depends not on word but on person. (36) 
The importance of the term "quoted" emerges in a remembered 
scene with his Mexican grandmother, which will be discussed 
shortly. I will return to the issue of intimacy's dependence on 
"person" rather than "word ". 
The association of "intimate" communication with voice or "sound" 
as against language or "word" has its source in one of the most 
painful aspects of Rodriguez's transition from Spanish to English. 
It came to him, on his account, as a "consoling truth" about 
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language and intimacy after a period of perplexing guilt at no 
longer being able to speak Spanish with his relatives. On family 
visits his poor Spanish would at first draw gentle coaxing from his 
listeners, then anger and eventually scorn at his inability to speak 
"'su propio idioma" (29) (i.e. 'his own tongue'). He recounts 
vividly how a friend of his father's would catch him as he tried to 
leave the room, call him "' Pocho" and press his thumbs into 
Ricardo's arms when he failed to respond to a question in Spanish, 
making him "squirm with currents of pain" (30). Rodriguez glosses 
pocho as follows: "A Spanish dictionary defines the word as an 
adjective meaning 'colorless' or 'bland.' But I heard it as a noun, 
naming the Mexican -American who, in becoming an American, 
forgets his native society" (29). "Knowingly ", the man would 
"murmur ": "` ¿Ay Pocho, Pocho, adónde vas ? "' (i.e., 'where are you 
going ?'). Importantly, the word pocho begins with a capital letter 
here because it is the man's angry nickname for Ricardo; "Pocho" 
is Ricardo's entire identity for him. The taunts of family visitors 
such as these became the source of a "disabling confusion" in 
which the child felt he had betrayed his parents by learning 
English, despite the fact that it was they who had first introduced 
it, against his will. "Once I spoke English with ease, [...] I felt that I 
had shattered the intimate bond that had once held the family 
close" (30). Rodriguez affirms that continuing experiences of 
closeness after his loss of fluency in Spanish suggested to him 
even at that early stage an alternative understanding of it to that 
assumed by his relatives: one he now identifies as "intimacy "'s 
independence of Ianguage_ 
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An episode Rodriguez recalls from the time when he already 
knew English seems to him to vindicate this assurance. It also 
represents a tribute to the family figure who earliest brought this 
insight home to him, his grandmother, a "mysterious 
Mexico" (36), of whom he asserts: 
[... ] woman of 
My grandmother [...] stood among my other relations 
mocking me when 
she said. But then 
I no longer spoke Spanish. ` Pocho,' 
it made no difference. (She'd laugh.) 
Our relationship continued. Language was never its 
source. [...] [T]elling me stories of her life[,] [...] she 
never seemed to expect a response. Sometimes I'd 
smile or nod. (I understood exactly what she was 
saying.) But it never seemed to matter to her one way 
or another. [t was enough I was there. (36 -37, 
emphasis mine) 
Ricardo was playing with a friend in the backyard when his 
grandmother appeared at the window, her face "stern with 
suspicion" at seeing him with a "gringo ". She called out to him, 
"sounding the whistle of her ancient breath" (31). When his 
friend, watching the old woman "intently ", asked what she had 
said, the boy tried to translate it, but although he knew how to 
convey "exactly what" she had told him, he realized that "any 
translation would distort the deepest meaning of her message: It 
had been directed only to me ". The "message of intimacy" was 
untranslatable because "it was not in the words she had used but 
passed through them" (31). Hence, "any translation would have 
seemed wrong; her words would have been stripped of an 
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essential meaning ". The boy decided to tell his friend he had not 
heard all she said. 
In a sense it is no doubt true that Rodriguez's grandmother's 
relation to him would have been uniquely conveyed by her voice 
in the instant of speaking, and that her "message" is thus 
irretrievable, never to be "quoted ". Were another Spanish speaker 
to repeat her words verbatim, he or she would not reproduce the 
feelings her utterance had communicated. Yet, contrary to the 
suggestion of "any translation would have 
for the purposes of the passage appears to 
(interlingual) translation 
seemed wrong ", which 
encompass both Iiteral 
and verbatim quotation, repetition in 
Spanish might recapture more than an English gloss. 
In claiming that he knew how to translate "exactly what" was 
said, Rodriguez assumes that Spanish words have unproblematic 
English equivalents. Elsewhere he himself cites expressions such 
as "mis hermanos" and "mi pochito" (discussed in sections 5 and 
6) for which he cannot supply a direct English equivalent. No 
English word idiomatically captures the relation and the feeling 
(respectively) expressed in these words. Given the existence of 
Spanish words like these, whatever Rodriguez's grandmother may 
have said on that occasion, the notion of translation 
in the passage is too simple. Translating into English 
" pochito" which combines a negative epithet ( "bland ") 
presupposed 
a word like 
with a term 
of endearment via the diminutive suffix -ito, inevitably diffuses 
the compressed expression of warmth over several words. That 
significant kind of loss is disregarded in the phrase "any 
translation would have seemed wrong ". Likewise, such embedded 
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meanings are forgotten in the conclusion that "intimacy" merely 
"passe[s] through" words, that language is transparent. 
Rodriguez turns next to the increase in his experiences of 
intimacy in English, and how they confirmed his (presumably still 
embryonic) suspicions that close personal relations are 
independent of language. He describes himself listening with 
excitement to the voice of an American friend, "able to break 
through his words" to the knowledge that they were "directed 
only to [him] ". He hears the same underlying message, then, 
"through English" as he heard through Spanish. This discovery 
helped him to trust in the possibility of a renewal of "intimacy" 
with his parents in English. A kind of equivalence emerges 
between the "intimate utterance" of his grandmother in the first 
passage and that of his American peer, which paradoxically evens 
out any differences between them while stressing the uniqueness 
of each. 
In extracting a message from what was said and defining it as 
exclusive address to the hearer, Rodriguez loses what was evoked 
in his powerful phrase, "sounding the whistle of her ancient 
breath ". Subtly, Mexico is conjured up in the impression of his 
grandmother's voice: the "whistle ", a traditional artefact 
throughout Latin America; her breath "ancient" not only because 
she is old, but because her ancestry is part Indian. Within his 
autobiography, her remembered call carries like a summons from 
his past. In spite of his views, Rodriguez describes the very 
instrument of intimacy in his terms - her voice - as redolent of 
life within a culture. The tension between his grandmother and 
255 
the "gringo" friend whose curiosity is so acutely aroused, and the 
awkwardness of the grandchild's position as would -be translator 
and mediator, are not commented on in the passage, but are 
strongly suggested. Elsewhere, Rodriguez writes that his 
grandmother - who spoke "no word of English" - "remained 
completely aloof from" "gringo society ", "[p]rotected by her 
daughters. Protected even by me when we went to Safeway 
together and I acted as her translator" (36). He remembers her 
face in death as "the face she made in public when the clerk at 
Safeway asked her some question and I would have to respond" 
(40). Even if language was "never its source ", his relationship with 
her involved reluctant translation for the world outside; their 
intuitive understanding when alone was partly enabled by his 
Spanish: "I understood exactly what she was saying" (37). 
As he reflects on the occurrences of family "intimacy" which 
survived the change of language, Rodriguez is also drawing to a 
resonant conclusion his statements about the importance of voice. 
"Voices at home ", he writes, "at last punctured sad confusion" 
(31). He would again hear himself addressed as an "intimate ". He 
has the honesty to admit that such moments were "never as 
raucous with sound" as in the past, when "private Spanish" was 
spoken. "Intimate" moments were now "soft moments of sound ", 
as when his mother would look at him while he did his homework 
in the dining room and smiling "say something" (32). Again, words 
are perceived as playing no role in conveying the relation 
between them. Her "words said nothing very important. But her 
voice sounded to tell me (We are together) I was her son ". 
"Intimacy" was thus "not stilled by English ", and as a consequence 
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Rodriguez came to sense the "deepest truth about language and 
intimacy: Intimacy is not created by a particular language; it is 
created by intimates" (32). 
This "truth" tends to exclude any sense of a qualitative difference 
between relations in the family when Spanish was spoken and 
when English was spoken. The phrase "raucous with sound" 
suggests an emotional tenor quite distinct from that of "soft ". But 
in summing up, Rodriguez speaks only of "diminished occasions of 
intimacy ": a merely quantitative difference. 
It is significant that in illustrating the revival of "intimacy" 
through English, Rodriguez recalls his mother's reassuring voice - 
but not his father's. His father is described as retreating more and 
more from participation in family life after the displacement of 
Spanish by English. In the book's final scene, a Christmas 
gathering at the author's parents' house, Rodriguez realizes, as his 
father asks him whether he is going home now, that this is "the 
only thing he has said to me all evening" (195). 
The "deepest truth" about language and intimacy is invoked again 
when Rodriguez dismisses as bad faith a Hispanic American 
writer's attachment to Spanish. The unnamed writer declares: 
will never give up my family language; I would as soon give up 
my soul "' (35). To this Rodriguez retorts: 
Thus he holds to his chest a skein of words, as though it 
were the source of his family ties. He credits to 
language what he should credit to family members. A 
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convenient mistake. For as Iong as he holds on to words, 
he can ignore how much else has changed in his life. 
(35) 
Rodriguez attacks what he must hear as an implied criticism of 
himself for having forgotten his Spanish, an echo of his relatives' 
accusations. The point that the writer "credits to language what he 
should credit to family members" involves a view of people and 
the relations between them as somehow existing outside a 
particular language, unmediated. It forces into opposition 
phenomena which are interlaced. This is contrary to the 
implication of his own use of Spanish words, which are repeatedly 
invoked to identify earlier relationships that evidently cannot be 
fully captured by English words. 
Rodriguez makes palpable his nervousness as a child of eight at 
speaking the compulsory "español " with his relatives: "My mouth 
would not form the words right. My jaw would tremble. After a 
phrase or two, I'd cough up a warm, silvery sound. And stop." 
(28). The "warm, silvery sound" seems promising, and "coughing" 
it up suggests clearing an obstacle to breathing - but in fact the 
produced sound becomes the obstacle over which he stumbles. 
The "confusion" which assailed the child when he was mocked for 
forgetting his Spanish is aptly mirrored in the text in the near - 
repetition of a phrase describing his earlier interactions with 
'Anglo' strangers. In response to his attempts to make the English 
words he knew into "distinct sounds ", gringo "[1]isteners would 
usually lower their heads, better to hear what I was trying to say" 
(14). Later, his "horribly anglicized" efforts to form Spanish words 
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"surprised" his "listeners ": "they'd lower their heads, better to 
grasp what I was trying to say" (29). The phrase echoes Red 
Riding Hood's wolfish "grandmother ", who explains her big eyes as 
"all the better to see you with ": a prototype for the combination of 
solicitousness and menace in these American and Mexican adults. 
It underscores the irony of the child's helpless slide from one 
form of incoherence (in English) into another (in Spanish). 
When the friend of Rodriguez's father used to dig his fingers into 
the boy's arms, Ricardo would stand there "[d]umbly ", waiting for 
the man's wife to "call him off with a benign smile" (30). 
Rodriguez adds: "I'd giggle, hoping to deflate the tension between 
us, pretending that I hadn't seen the glittering scorn in his 
glance ". Another Mexican visitor's look conveys a still more 
searing rebuke: 
My mother met the wrath of her brother, her only 
brother, when he came up from Mexico one summer 
with his family. He saw his nieces and nephews for 
the very first time. After listening to me, he looked 
away and said what a disgrace it was that I couldn't 
speak Spanish, 'su propio idioma.' He made that 
remark to my mother; I noticed, however, that he 
stared at my father. (29) 
For other Mexicans, the child's loss of Spanish implicated his 
parents. Ricardo's keen perception of this led him to feel he was 
to blame for the blame they received. From a later chapter of 
HoM and from Days of Obligation we learn that this particular 
259 
uncle's attachment to his own "idioma" derives some of its 
"fierce[ness]" from his experience as an exploited illegal migrant 
Iabourer in the U.S., the sole breadwinner in Rodriguez's mother's 
family after her father died. Chronically underpaid, overworked 
and lacking the English and citizen rights to sue his employers, he 
was a "hunchback in his twenties" (HoM 119), returning to Mexico 
"with only a curse for the United States of America" (DoO 59). 
Rodriguez states that his purpose in recounting these incidents is 
not to "seek [...] revenge" but to demonstrate the "fierce power" 
Spanish holds over many Mexican -Americans. He claims that most 
of these relatives and visitors could have spoken English to him if 
they had wanted to, and takes issue with their belief that 
"Spanish alone permitted our close association" (30): "they seemed 
to think that Spanish was the only language we could use ". 
However legitimate his rejection of the guilt his relatives made 
him feel for having learnt English, it is still necessary to be 
sceptical of the view that they would have been just as close to 
him had they simply switched languages. His own account of the 
rarer and more muted expressions of closeness in English with his 
mother, and its receding altogether with his father, suggests 
otherwise. Moreover, he seems not to recognize his relatives' very 
attachment to their native language as an important part of who 
they already are, choosing to see it instead as something they 
could have discarded - in relating to one another - at no 
substantial cost. His uncle's complaint at Ricardo's loss of "su 
propio idioma" has resonances for the whole autobiography. 
"Idioma" means a specific language, rather than `language in 
general' which is lenguaje; "su propio" means his own': the very 
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phrase implies the embeddedness of identity in a common 
language. As Couser (1989) acutely remarks, Rodriguez 
suppresses the intrinsic association of Spanish with a 
particular cultural heritage and with loyalty to it - 
with community solidarity: it is this that accounts for 
his relatives' hurt and angry reaction to his stumbling, 
stuttering Spanish. By refusing to understand the 
basis of their response, he inverts [the usual pattern] 
of minority autobiography: discrimination at the 
hands of the majority culture. The aspiring hero of 
this narrative is discouraged by members of his own 
ethnic group[,...] threatened by, or jealous of, his 
incipient assimilation. (218) 
Couser's ultimate suggestion is not 
does not cast Mexican family 
Americanization; rather, he is by 
quite fair to 
friends as 
turns pitied 
Rodriguez. H o M 
envious of 
and resented 
being a "pocho ". But, importantly, Couser restores to view 
his 
for 
the 
communal and familial basis of the closeness which Mexican 
relatives expect with Ricardo, where Rodriguez would re- establish 
their relationship on the individual to individual footing 
presupposed by the English word `intimacy ". He does not, 
apparently, see the difference between the two. Yet in his second 
memoir Rodriguez provides dramatic evidence of an insight into 
this very point, when he contrasts the English pronoun "you" with 
Spanish pronouns "tú" and "usted" (cf. section 5,1). 
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The apotheosis of the comments on language and intimacy at the 
end of "Aria" is less "consoling" than the dictum that intimacy is 
created not by a particular language but by intimates. Rodriguez 
describes his education as a process of "moving towards words" - 
the preserve of the public domain - and away from a "magical 
relam of sound ", coming to realize that intimacy "cannot be held ": 
Intimacy is not trapped within words. It passes 
through words. It passes. The truth is that intimates 
leave the room. Doors close. Faces move away from 
the window. Time passes. Voices recede into the dark. 
Death finally quiets the voice. And there is no way to 
deny it. No way to stand in the crowd, uttering one's 
family language. (39) 
The whole passage tends towards asserting the inevitability of 
assimilation for those who would participate in American society. 
The last sentence is aimed directly at supporters of bilingual 
education. However it also extends to the trajectory of an Anglo- 
American's life: "family language" is used in a metaphorical sense 
to refer to an individual family's unique, complex interrelations, 
as where Rodríguez says earlier "It is not possible for a child - 
any child - ever to use his family's language in school. Not to 
understand this is to [...] trivialize the nature of intimate life - a 
family's 'language. - (12). As in that passage, "uttering one's 
family language" in the "crowd" means broadcasting what is 
particular to close relations and therefore delicate and secret. 
There is a sacredness about intimacy which is tarnished by the 
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public glare ( "I would dishonor our closeness by holding onto a 
particular language and calling it my family language" [39]). 
But it is interesting to note the curious combining of two senses of 
"pass" in, "It passes through words. It passes ": movement and 
transience. As Eakin comments (1992:128), intimacy is seen here 
as both transcending words and as giving way to them. Its power 
would appear self- attenuating. Whereas before, intimacy was 
proclaimed free of particular languages because it endured the 
change of language in Rodriguez's family, now "words ", a 
metaphor for public life, are seen as ultimately effacing intimacy. 
Public life draws us inexorably away from family life, from 
childhood, understood as the source of a person's deepest 
attachments. Even as Rodriguez asserts the irrelevance of 
language to intimacy, he draws on the experience of a waning of 
closeness which he has traced to the replacement of Spanish with 
English in his parents' home. One cannot help wondering if he is 
inadvertently permitting us here, at a crucial rhetorical point in 
his argument in favour of assimilation, to see the extent to which 
"intimacy" for him is still deeply identified with Spanish. 
A passage in which Rodriguez describes the effect of hearing 
Spanish voices in the street brings out this identification with 
particular poignancy: 
Sometimes in public, hearing a stranger, I'd hark back 
to my past. A Mexican farmworker approached me 
downtown to ask directions to somewhere. ' ¿Hijito.._ ?' 
he said. And his voice summoned deep longing. [...] 
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Another day, a dark -faced old woman 
- her hand light 
on my shoulder - steadied herself against me as she 
boarded a bus. She murmured something I couldn't 
quite comprehend. Her Spanish voice came near, like 
the face of a never -before -seen relative in the instant 
before I was kissed. Her voice, like so many of the 
Spanish voices I'd hear in public, recalled the golden 
age of my youth. [...] Hearing a Spanish -speaking 
family walking behind me, I turned to Iook. I smiled 
for an instant, before my glance found the Hispanic - 
looking faces of strangers in the crowd going by. (25- 
26) 
The last example affirms the ultimate ascendancy of the "crowd" 
over family, the unbridgeable distance between even the 
teenager Richard and his Spanish -speaking past. The smile of 
memory which the sound of Spanish kindles is extinguished when 
his glance meets the faces of strangers. And yet the voice of the 
"dark -faced old woman" greets him like a caress from within the 
same "crowd" of American public society. It is not only intimates' 
purportedly trans -linguistic voices which recall his buried sense 
of his childhood identity, but the Spanish speech of strangers. So 
it is specifically Spanish sounds which link these voices to his 
parents' or grandmother's. It is also a word, "hijito ", which 
activates this past sense of self. The word is left - eloquently 
untranslated. It is another diminutive -ito form, here with hijo, 
son. "Hijito" "summons deep longing" because it reminds 
Rodriguez of a relation he has with no one in English. The 
implication also seems to be that there is a more family -Iike 
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character to relations with strangers among Mexicans than among 
American English speakers. These immigrants momentarily 
include him in a community apart from that anonymous 
mainstream with which, he would argue, all ethnic children must 
learn to merge. They draw him precisely into "uttering [his] 
family language" "in the crowd" (39). 
An effect of his language shift which rivals the move from Ricardo 
Rodriguez to Rich -heard Road -ree -guess in significance, is the 
author's memory of being at a loss for how to address his parents 
in English. As a child he could not bring himself to substitute the 
terms of address used by other neighbourhood children for the 
words "mamá" and "papá ", which he movingly calls "those tender 
accents of sound ". He particularly "hated" the "all- American 
sound" of "Pop ". "Mother and Father; Ma, Papa, Pa, Dad [...] were 
not really terms of address for my parents" (24). Instead, he 
would try to get their attention by eye contact alone. This must 
have been an extraordinary difference. 
In revealing this, Rodriguez does acknowledge that his change of 
language was directly connected with a profound change in family 
relations. The Spanish words "mamá" and "papá" are seen as 
inseparable from his sense of who his parents were. His 
recognition of these forms of address, both as a child and as 
narrator, as "painful reminders" of what he had lost, "too painful" 
to continue using, shows that such concepts still participate in his 
adult consciousness - in opposition to the impersonal "my mother" 
and "my father" by which he would refer to them "in public 
conversations ", and of course in the book. By calling them "accents 
265 
of sound" (my italics) he graces these words with the status he 
accords to voice elsewhere, and by implication allows for the 
constitutive power of Ianguage in the growth of self, since his 
relations with his parents have been integral to himself. In fact, 
these forms of address and his own lost Spanish name are 
reciprocal, and the beings they designate, relational: Ricardo is 
known and loved by mamá and papá, and mamá and papá exist 
as such for Ricardo. A change in one implies a change in the other. 
Similarly, when Rodriguez retells the story his mother told him of 
how she came to America with her mother, sisters and brother 
after her father's death, he clearly senses that it would be false 
somehow to have her say "my father ". Instead, he inserts her 
Spanish words into his English gloss: "'My sisters, we were still all 
just teenagers. And since mi pápa was dead, my brother had to be 
the head of the family. He had to support us, to find work...' 
(118). Possibly, this was an example of his mother engaging in 
what sociolinguists call "code- switching ", once English had become 
the main language of the household. In either case, Rodriguez 
seems aware of the formative role of words for relations, and the 
impossibility of straightforward translation. 
5. "With mis hermanos I would...run...into the room ": 
'transference' between Spanish and English concepts 
Certain words in the autobiographer's second language, like 
"intimate ", "private ", "public" and "individuality ", have deeply 
influenced his account of moving from (Mexican) Spanish to 
English. The language of his adulthood to a large degree dictates 
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the terms in which he describes what it was like to live in a 
Spanish- speaking family gradually transformed by English. There 
is nothing surprising in this, given that English was the language 
of his schooling, which eventually gave him a sophisticated 
terminology for "sketch[ing]" "more abstractly" the "cultural 
differences in his day" (46) that baffled him as a child (i.e. those 
of class and education). But Rodriguez actively reinterprets his 
early experiences by means of concepts that are language- specific 
and impregnated with 'Anglo' cultural values, without much 
apparent awareness that he is doing so. At the same time, several 
of these English words seem to derive some of the idiosyncratic 
meaning he gives them from important concepts in his family's 
Spanish lexicon. They attract description as unconscious 
`transference' between his two languages, common when a 
bilingual child is more fluent in one language than in the other. 
5.1 "Intimacy" and intimidad 
Rodriguez paves the way for his "consoling" universalist 
conclusion about language and closeness by calling his family's 
language "intimate speech ": he recovered "intimacy" in English 
with some family members as he discovered it with close 
American friends. It is not self -evident that "intimacy" in the 
ordinary sense of the English word would have characterized 
Rodriguez's Mexican migrant family at any stage. His use of the 
word partly passes for idiomatic because of the poetic force of his 
writing. In English, ordinarily, children are not described as 
"intimate" with their parents, but as '`close" to them. The adjective 
"intimate" tends to be used about exclusive relationships; the 
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noun "intimacy" implies the closeness of bodies, particularly ones 
that are in some sense counterparts - lovers, or very close friends, 
rather than a baby's body dependent on its mother's. Typically, 
"intimacy" is used to characterize relationships outside families. 
When Rodriguez remembers his mother leaning over and saying a 
few words to him while he was doing his homework, he considers 
this an illustration of the endurance of "rare, isolated moments of 
intimacy" in English after the loss of Spanish. Although "intimacy" 
sounds un- English for relations between a child and his parent, it 
is readily accepted here because of the one -on -one nature of the 
scene and because what is described is a relationship meant to 
compensate for the Ioss of family closeness - the mother seems to 
act out of that knowledge, to comfort her son. Ironically, the word 
is not questioned, therefore, when used retrospectively about the 
closeness that was Iost. 
But there is something odd about scenes of "noisy" laughter being 
described in English as "intimate "; this is where transference from 
intimidad is most patent8. Transference works in both directions, 
since "intimate" relations with special friends at school are 
assimilated to the lost closeness (intimidad) of his Mexican family. 
8 Rodriguez's Spanish -speaking household is remembered as 
"raucous with sound ". Other descriptions return to the same point: 
when relatives visited, "the noise and the bodies would spill out 
to the backyard and front porch" (13); "Our English- sounding 
house was never to be as noisy as our Spanish- speaking house 
had been" (32); "the noisy, intimate Spanish sounds of my past" 
(129). Days of Obligation recommends: "Seek the Mexican in the 
embrace of the family, where there is much noise" (55). 
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Rodriguez seems unaware of transference in HoM, but his later 
memoir is keenly alert to nuances of Spanish and English in this 
very area. 
In Days of Obligation, a beautiful passage draws attention to the 
difference between the English pronoun "you" and the inescapable 
distinction in Rodriguez's native Spanish between two forms of 
address, tú and usted: 
In Sacramento, California, everything outside our 
house was English, was `you' - hey you. My dog was 
you. My parents were you. The nuns [teachers] were 
you. My best friend, my worst enemy was you. God 
was You. 
Whereas the architecture of Mexico is the hardened 
shell of a Spanish distinction. 
Treeless, open plazas abate at walls; walls yield to 
refreshment, to interior courtyards, to shuttered 
afternoons. 
At the heart there is tú - the intimate voice - the 
familiar room in a world full of rooms. Tú is the 
condition, not so much of knowing, as of being known 
[..] Tú belongs within the family [...] is spoken to 
children and dogs, to priests; among lovers and 
drunken friends; to servants; [...] to God Himself. 
The shaded arcade yields once more to the plaza, to 
traffic and the light of day. Usted, the formal, the 
bloodless, the ornamental you is spoken to the eyes of 
strangers. By servants to masters. Usted shows 
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deference to propriety, to authority; [...] is subject to 
corruption, a province of politicians. [...] 
In Mexico, one is most oneself in private. The very 
existence of tú must undermine the realm of usted. In 
America, one is most oneself in public. (54, emphasis 
mine) 
This passage continues to use the English words "intimate" and 
"private" on the one hand and "public" on the other to distinguish 
between Mexican and American social norms, as if these words 
were neutral tools and not themselves 'Anglo' concepts. But it also 
dwells on three English and Spanish words as "vectors" (to borrow 
Joseph Brodsky's term) of culture and community that operated 
in, and called up, whole conflicting force -fields - giving a 
remarkable insight into the distinctive qualities of each language 
and what it was like to live somehow between them, in the 
migrant space of Sacramento. 
"At the heart [of Mexico] there is tú - the intimate voice ". A 
Spanish dictionary9 lists as an equivalent of the verb intimarse 
( "to be on intimate terms ") the phrase "tratar de tú" - to address 
and be addressed as tú. The passive is as important as the active: 
"the condition, not so much of knowing, as of being known ", 
Rodriguez writes, implying that the active is more to the point in 
(American) English 1o. Here the link between "intimacy" and 
9 Random House Latin -American Spanish Dictionary. 
10 Octavio Paz claims, more sweepingly but similarly, that in "the 
North American way of life ", "the act of Iove is an `experience' 
(and therefore unilateral and frustrating)" (25 -26, emphasis 
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Mexican Spanish is at last explained. Whereas in English, 
"intimate" is a word reserved precisely for close relations outside 
a family, especially between lovers, in Spanish intimidad - and 
the personal pronoun (tú) that proclaims it - extends from 
"family" (familia, or hogar ['hearth']) to "lovers" and "friends ". The 
verb intimarse means among other things "ser amigo íntimo de..." 
(`to be close friends with... ')11. Unlike in English conceptualization, 
these relations are perceived as being on a continuum. Rodriguez 
locates "tú" "within the family" and "among lovers ", and even in 
people's relation to God. 
That this relation - for all that it is "wall[ed] ", literally `close' - 
does not presuppose the space in English known as "privacy ", 
becomes apparent when one consults Spanish -English dictionaries. 
"Privacy" and "private" produce on the one hand expressions for 
"alone" (soledad, retiro, secreto)12, `Can't we have any privacy 
around here ?' ` ¿No podemos estar solos por aquí ?'13; on the other, 
for "forbidden ", as in public notices, eg. "private beach" (playa 
particulár) (ibid.), or lead to the dead end of privada: "privy, 
toilet" (ibid). It seems safe to assume that privado /a is not as 
salient a concept in Spanish as "private" is in English, where 
"privacy" is considered an important human right; provision is 
made for it in the American constitution (cf. Paul John Eakin's 
essay, "The unseemly profession: Privacy, inviolate personality, 
and the ethics of life writing" [1998]). The adjective "íntimo ", 
mine). Cf. Kenneth Gergen's (1991) way of talking about love as 
individual choice (discussed in my introduction, section 5). 
11 Random House Latin- American Spanish Dictionary. 
12 Cassell's Compact Spanish English Dictionary. 
13 Dictionary of Spoken Spanish. 
271 
however, is translated (after "intimate ") as "internal, innermost; 
private, personal; close "14 (emphasis mine). Intimidad is glossed 
as "ambiente privado", or "(vida privada) privacy <nadie logra 
invadir su i. no one can invade his privacy >; [...] en la i. de in the 
privacy of "ts.Intimidad appears to occupy a similar territory and 
have comparable weight to "privacy" in English, while being very 
different from it. The word "intimacy" appears frequently in other 
Hispanic texts, besides Rodriguez's: in a translation of Mexican 
poet Octavio Paz (1985), in Cuban author Edmundo Desnoes' 
(1994) heteroglossic English, and in his rendering of lines by 
Pablo Neruda. 
There is a pervasive connection between "intimacy" and "privacy" 
in HoM that appears to throw light on their connection in English, 
but also on why dictionaries would align intimidad with privacy. 
Edmundo Desnoes's (1994) use of "private" and "public" about God 
and the soul - in an essay written in English for an 'Anglo' 
audience - seems curiously at odds with Rodriguez's usage, just 
quoted. In both HoM and D o O , "private" is always more in 
evidence in Rodriguez's minority family whereas "public" spells 
majority, Anglo- American society. Thus Desnoes (in a passage on 
Francis Bacon's merciless application of "science" to the chimera of 
"language "): 
Since Dios is a concept, a guide to action, nevertheless 
a concept, it must rely heavily on language [...unlike] 
14 Vox Modern Spanish /English Dictionary. 
15 Cervantes -Walls Spanish and English Dictionary of the 
Americas. 
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science, [which] act[s] upon the environment, not upon 
the alma. (I use Dios and alma_not as style, not to 
remind you of the undercurrent of Spanish in my 
thinking, but because Dios and alma are absolutes, 
loaded with passion and sexuality, public entities - 
while God and soul are private, relative, personal 
entities.) (267, emphasis mine) 
This sounds like the complete reverse of Rodriguez's dyad 
"private"/"public", but, arguably, it is not. Desnoes obviously 
means something different by "public" than Rodriguez does, 
something closer to "communal "; cf. Octavio Paz's (1985:24, 47- 
54) account of Mexican fiestas as feasts of human merging. Unlike 
Rodriguez in HoM, Desnoes uses "private" with awareness of it as 
an English word. It is worth noting his linking of "private" to 
"personal" in the case of English concepts; no doubt the 
Protestantisms of the English- speaking world have much to do 
with the meanings of God and "soul" which he pinpoints. For 
Rodriguez, "privacy" has - rather counterculturally - to do with 
communion. (These conflicting uses also show up the limitations 
of such terms for cross -cultural description.) 
5.2 "Private" / "public ": the familia unida among gringos 
As we have seen, Rodriguez defines his shift from Spanish to 
English as a gain in what he calls "public individuality" at the cost 
of "private individuality ": 
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Bilingual educators [...] do not realize that while one 
suffers a diminished sense of private individuality by 
becoming assimilated into public society, such 
assimilation makes possible the achievement of public 
individuality. (26) 
"Private individuality" is predicated on "separateness from the 
crowd ", on being with "intimates" who "draw me apart, tell me 
that I am unique, unlike all others" (27). "Public individuality" is 
attained by those "who are able to consider themselves members 
of the crowd "; citizens with full rights. This is the lonely sense of 
self offered in a "mass society". Rodriguez's terms recall the title 
of sociologist David Riesman's famous study of American society, 
The Lonely Crowd. Although he remembers having "wrongly 
imagined that English was intrinsically a public language and 
Spanish an intrinsically private one" (20), HoM presents "public ", 
that is, American, society in wholly individualistic terms, with 
little or no sense of community. Experiences of "intimacy" with 
close friends figure as respite from an enclosing anonymity. The 
conundrum seems to be that there is an emphasis on rights to 
"privacy" and yet so much public scrutiny. Rodriguez's memories 
of "private sounds" of Spanish often express nostalgia for a place 
where one is hidden, as well as known. 
An important instance of a less schematic, but consistent, 
representation of American culture is Rodriguez's portrayal of 
"the sliding- glass -door informality of middle -class California life" 
(179), in which the parents of classmates are remembered as 
"undisturbed" by his ( "Richie's ") presence in their house, the 
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father "in the kitchen in his underwear ", the family "quarrel[ing]" 
and making up in front of him; by contrast his own parents 
"never treated" his visiting schoolfriends as "part of the family ". 
Here, the contrast indeed seems to be between a comfortable 
"familiarity" "in public" and familial "privacy ", although his 
parents may also have been constrained by their poor English and 
by constant awareness of their children's friends as gringos. 
Rodriguez speaks of the "conveniently private sounds" (25) of the 
minority language through which his family communicated their 
"intimacy ". It is striking how different a sense of the word 
"private" is invoked by his mother in one of his memories of her. 
As her children learnt English and became "Americanized ", her 
most "acute" complaint was that: 
the family wasn't close anymore, like some others she 
knew. Why weren't we close, 'more in the Mexican 
style'? Everyone is so private, she added. And she 
mimicked the yes and no answers she got in reply to 
her questions. Why didn't we talk more? (57, my 
italics) 
When Rodriguez refers to the "conveniently private sounds" (25) 
of his family's speech he uses "private" to denote an area of a life 
kept hidden from most people, though it may be shared by a 
limited number. His mother's use also makes sense in English: she 
responds to her children's excuse for being alone ('I need some 
privacy'). But instead of seeing in her children "private 
individuals" transformed through schooling into "public 
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individuals ", Rodriguez's mother sees privacy itself as a gringo 
notion that undermines the very essence of family relations. 
"Private" is not what her children have ceased to be, it is what 
they have become. 
In thinking of the loss in their family life, the key term for 
Rodriguez's mother (as reported by her son) is "closeness" - 
"[w]hy weren't we close any more... ? ". Apparently spoken in 
English, given the idiomatic phrase in inverted commas, "'more in 
the Mexican style "', his mother's complaint arises out of a sense of 
family relations in which "individuality" (whether "private" or 
"public ") does not play a significant role. It is noteworthy that his 
mother uses the word "close" in English, not Rodriguez's 
"intimate ". 
The way of saying a family is "close" in Spanish is familia unida 
or, of its members, unidos (as was pointed out to me by Luisa 
Espino). The image behind this 
members being like one person. 
u n i d a are not perceived as 
individuals, as in 'Anglo' culture, 
expression is that of family 
Relations within u n a fa m i l i a 
relations between separate 
which warrants the saying 'I 
need some privacy' as an excuse for withdrawing from family. By 
contrast, the English concept of "intimacy" is something between 
two people as individuals, a personal sphere each allows the other 
into; indeed, it involves a suspension of an individual's privacy 
(the privacy opens enough to take in two people). 
In Rodriguez's account of the educative process "individuality" 
remains the constant feature of a person, while 'private" and 
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"public" are the variables. His terms reflect an emphasis on the 
autonomous individual that marks Anglo- American culture in 
particular and modern Western culture more generally, within 
which the genre of autobiography developed (cf. Eakin 1992). 
Feminist theorists of autobiography such as Estelle Jelinek (1980) 
and Sidonie Smith (1987) have argued that this emphasis arose 
from essentially masculine life -models. They have found a more 
"relational" and fluid self in women's autobiographies from 
Gertrude Stein's to Maxine Hong Kingston's (within both Euro- 
American and ethnic autobiography). 
Unlike these women critics and autobiographers, however, 
Rodriguez's mother's complaint is not the dissenting voice of an 
acknowledged participant in a culture, but rather what Eva 
Hoffman calls a "minority voice ": 
An oppositional voice - a voice that responds to a 
statement with a counterstatement [...] - is part of the 
shared conversation. But a minority voice - a voice 
that introduces terms outside the tension of a 
particular dialogue, terms that come from elsewhere - 
is usually heard only as an irritating mosquito buzz on 
the periphery, an intrusion that the participants in the 
main conversation want to silence quickly and with a 
minimum of rudeness, so they can get on with the real 
subject. (1989:266) 
The mother's terms are clearly "from elsewhere" in this sense. 
They are not debated on equal terms by Rodriguez as those of 
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bilingual activists are, with whom he shares the concept of 
"becoming individualized" and with whom he can therefore 
disagree about its application. In Days of Obligation, whose 
subtitle is An Argument with my Mexican Father, Rodriguez 
enters into a declared dialogue with his parents, who may be 
taken as speaking Spanish - which he translates for, and partly 
tailors to, the American reader. This more or less reverses the 
state of affairs in HoM, where the addressees are native English - 
speaking readers and the parents are the subject of the 
conversation, referred to in the third person. The dedication 
dramatizes this situation in a way at once touching and faintly 
troubling - the point is Rodriguez's alienation from his parents 
and unconsoling familiarity with fellow 'Anglo' strangers 
(ourselves), but we overhear what the speakers would not want 
overheard: 
She tells people, her neighbors, that I am a 'Ph.D. 
professor.' I am doing some writing, she explains. [...] 
In private, she admits worry. 'Did somebody hurt you 
at Berkeley ?... Why don't you try teaching at some 
Catholic college ?' No, I say. And she turns silent to my 
father who stands watching me. The two of them. [...] 
For her and for him - to honor them. 
In HoM, Rodriguez rarely speaks directly in this Mexican- Spanish 
voice himself. An important instance where he does is his 
description of himself and his brother and sisters responding to 
the electric sound of their father's voice on his return from work, 
at a time when Spanish was still the family Ianguage: "With m i s 
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hermanos I would come running into the room where he was 
with my mother. Our laughing (so deep was the pleasure!) became 
screaming" (18). 
"Mis hermanos", which is left untranslated, is a collective 
expression significantly different from the English "my brother(s) 
and sisters ". Hermanos has two meanings in Spanish: the 
masculine plural "brothers" (from the singular hermano), and 
siblings of mixed gender, thought of as a group. Similarly, the 
word padres can mean either "fathers" or "parents ". The second 
meaning of hermanos is collective; it has no singular form, any 
more than padres in the sense of parents does (cf. Italian fratelli 
[brothers /siblings] and Russian ottsy [fathers /parents (archaic)]). 
In the second meaning hermanos is effectively gender- blind: 
Ricardo has two sisters and one brother, but that is not spelled 
out16. Hermanos in the second sense stresses not individuality but 
a joint, inclusive identity, the feel of which is hinted at by 
Rodriguez's reference to screaming laughter in which everyone 
joins. When called hermanos, the children in a family are seen as 
a close -knit group, bound together by their mutual relationship. 
The only word in English that does not distinguish between 
brothers and sisters is "siblings ", a technical term from 
psychology; hermanos, by contrast, is an expression from 
everyday speech. Unlike "siblings ", hermanos are (grammatically) 
indivisible, like 'family", or "gang" in English. The phrase "m is 
16 It is no accident that a generic collective term should derive 
from the masculine plural; the masculine form is used as 
unmarked generally in Spanish, as in many other languages, and 
this no doubt reflects a historical privileging of male before 
female. 
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hermanos" bears out more fully the meanings appealed to by 
Rodriguez's mother in her plaintive English. 
In HoM, Rodriguez often writes as though he had been an only 
child. He portrays his studious habits as setting him apart from 
his brother and sisters. They make fun of his constant reading, 
and we hear little about any struggles of theirs at school. The 
oneness of the Spanish- speaking hermanos at home appears not 
to have translated into their lives as fellow pupils at the local 
American school. HoM seems to imply that English estranged 
Ricardo from his brother and sisters as well as from his parents. 
In the final chaper ( "Mr. Secrets "), Rodriguez quotes from a letter 
his mother wrote to him in English, in which, however, she 
addresses him in Spanish (apparently caro "Richard" [178]), and 
leaves two other expressions untranslated: "gringos" and "tus 
hermanos". In the letter, she pleads with him to stop writing 
about the family in autobiographical essays, saying: "I don't want 
tus hermanos hurt by your writings" (178). The meaning of this 
phrase, which implicates Rodriguez more fully than the English 
"your brother and sisters" could - since he is a part of the group 
defined by "hermanos" - would be lost if she had not Ieft it in the 
original. Rodriguez (Ricardo) is offending against the group: 
conceptually he is outside it to the degree that he offends, but, as 
in the case of a person's "gang ", he also belongs to it. His mother's 
appeal relies on that shared concept, and on its power over 
Rodriguez (in the event unsuccessfully, because in accordance 
with the imperatives of his American "public" self, he has gone on 
to produce the autobiography). 
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Richard's mother calls him "Mr. Secrets" in the same spirit as she 
protests against her children's retreat into "privacy ". Yet her wish 
not to have "gringos" know about family life is, in Rodriguez's 
presentation of it, itself a desire for privacy. It may be so only in 
his terms, however. Rodriguez quotes her as writing: "I don't want 
the gringos knowing about our private affairs" (178, emphasis 
mine). She may be translating the meaning of the Spanish familia, 
reminding her son that these matters belong "en la intimidad de 
familia" and should not be shared with outsiders. But Rodriguez 
naturalizes his mother's resistance to publicity as an 
understandable reaction within 'Anglo' terms, an expression of 
her need for privacy, which, however, lacks understanding for his 
need to communicate his loss publicly. He describes how 
eventually his mother became more reconciled to the idea of his 
public persona, although it would remain "untouchable" (189) to 
her. He feels he can share with the reader - a "gray presence" that 
exists only "phantasmagorically" in his mind - experiences of 
alienation from his parents which he cannot broach with them. 
(Again, his mother's request puts herself and her husband in the 
position of anxious eavesdroppers on what is partly their own 
story, with little right of appeal.) 
In a contrastive study of "politeness" phenomena in England and 
Spain, Ignacio -Simon Vázquez Orta (1995:75 -76) draws some 
contrasts that appear to be relevant to the gap between 
Rodriguez's and his mother's senses of "private ": 
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The English seem to place a higher value on privacy 
and individuality, [...] whereas the Spaniards seem to 
emphasize involvement and in -group relations [...]. For 
Spaniards the limits to personal territories seem to be 
looser among the individuals who belong to the same 
in- group. The barriers which will have to be removed 
to establish social relations are not so high and for this 
reason territorial intrusion is measured on a different 
basis. [...] Towards their in- group, Spaniards behave 
with spontaneity and enthusiasm and tend to express 
their feelings overtly. Members of the same in -group 
see it as their duty to help and support each other, [...] 
so they find no obvious reason for thanking and 
apologizing. [...] In England, [...] cultural norms demand 
a more distant system of behaviour, where helping 
each other is seen more as depending on the 
individual's discretion rather than as conforming to a 
more general duty. [...] Verbalizations of thanks and 
apologies are imperative even for minor relevant 
situations and among members belonging to the same 
in- group. (emphasis mine) 
Rodriguez integrates the non -assimilable dimension of his 
childhood into American mainstream culture by calling it 
"private ". But the borders each of his two cultures in fact draws 
between people, the "measure[ment]" of "territorial intrusion" in 
Vázquez Orta's terms, are radically different. 
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The concept of "en la intimidad de familia" or " -de hogar" 
('hearth') relies on a contrast between being alone with one's 
family and having a non -family member /outsider present. This 
contrast is not emphasized by the term "familia unida", which 
characterizes the family internally, and which is another part of 
the reality Rodriguez is describing. One of the effects of depicting 
his family life wholly in terms of "intimacy" rather than 
`closeness' or `warmth' is to highlight the opposition between 
family members and strangers (cf. sections 2 and 6). Rodriguez 
does this for his own polemical purposes, which elaborate an 
'Anglo' distinction between privacy and the public realm, with 
"privacy" as the special preserve of the minority group. But his 
move may involve a revealing transference, too. In The Labyrinth 
of Solitude (1950), the poet and critic Octavio Paz presents his 
fellow- Mexicans as perpetually on guard, secretive, suspicious, 
wound taut: 
The Mexican [...] shuts himself away to protect himself: 
his face is a mask [...] In his harsh solitude, which is 
both barbed and courteous, everything serves him as 
a defense [...] He is jealous of his own privacy and that 
of others, and he is afraid even to glance at his 
neighbour, because a mere glance can trigger the rage 
of these electrically charged spirits. He passes through 
life like a man who has been flayed; everything can 
hurt him, including words and the very suspicion of 
words. His language is full of reticences, of metaphors 
and allusions, of unfinished phrases, while his silence 
283 
is full of tints, folds, thunderheads, sudden rainbows, 
indecipherable threats. (1985:29, emphasis mine) 
According to Paz (whose style is often compellingly hyperbolic, 
though this is probably an 'Anglo' parenthesis), for a Mexican 
other Mexicans are also gringos in a way - and majority Anglos, 
for a Chicano17, simply doubly so. What Rodriguez perceives as his 
parents' tacit "knowledge of public separateness ", a function both 
of belonging to a minority and - as Days of Obligation recognizes - 
of living in what happens to be a relentlessly `open' society, may 
also derive from Mexican cultural norms which sharply divide 
insiders from outsiders. The unit a Mexican takes refuge in, 
however, is more than his own individual self; it is the family, 
although Paz reduces the family to the father: the "Mexican 
macho[,] [...] a hermetic being "[1985:31], whose "intimate feelings" 
(38) even his wife and children do not penetrate, even if "thanks 
to woman, many of the asperities of `man -to -man' relationships 
are softened" (38). (The social norms Paz portrays - with how 
much justification I do not know - are often brutally misogynistic. 
Rodriguez's representation of his relatives does not reflect them.) 
The fundamental difference between Rodriguez's mother's appeal 
for "privacy" and her Americanized children's resort to the word 
is that for her, the family is like one person, both internally unida 
and inhabiting the ambiente privado of la intimidad de hogar. It 
17 A ChicanolChicana is a Mexican -American. Cf. Juan Gómez 
Quiñones' Chicano Politics: Reality and Promise 1940 -1990 (1990) 
for the significance of this chosen name expressing ethnic and 
political identity. 
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makes a special claim at odds with the outside world. For her 
American children, every person claims the rights of a self - 
standing hogar, as it were, on his or her own. Perhaps it should be 
said here that each culture as described seems to have its 
advantages and disadvantages, with democratic possibilities 
firmly on the Anglo- American side. In Days of Obligation, 
Rodriguez shrewdly remarks: "So it may well be Mama who first 
realizes the liberation of the American `you,' the American pan - 
usted, the excalibur `I' which will deliver her from the Islamic 
cloister of Mexico. (Tú.)" (57). In American Gay, Stephen O. 
Murray (1996:260) makes the converse point: 
[G]ay Latinos often view Anglos as [...] shockingly cut 
off from their natal families. [...] Castillo (1991:38) 
wrote that Latina lesbians 'do not want to lose the 
love and sense of place they feel within their families 
and immediate communities. In light of intense Anglo 
alienation, this is a crucial aspect to their sense of 
identity.' These stereotypes are, I think, grounded in 
some real interethnic differences's. 
6. Class differences and the cultural specificity of 
(Mexican) Spanish 
18 Murray adds: "Dependence on family is not only a product of 
[financial] insecurity" - due to the lack of state provision of 
unemployment benefits in Mexico - "(attenuated for those born in 
the U.S.). Child- rearing practices also enhance family orientation, 
and differences may become markers of ethnic pride (e.g., 'We're 
not cold -hearted like Anglos who don't love their mothers, etc.)" 
(1996:260). 
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6.1 "A celebration of sounds" 
In describing the effects of education on his home life in The 
Achievement of Desire" (`Two'), Rodriguez draws extensively on 
Richard Hoggart's The Uses of Literacy (1957), an account of the 
transformation of British working -class culture by increased 
literacy. He discovered the book at the British Museum when he 
was trying to finish his dissertation in English literature. As noted 
at the outset, in Hoggart's "scholarship boy" he recognized himself: 
a student who moves from a sphere of "intense gregariousness" 
(Hoggart) in his working -class family to the solitary occupation of 
study and the ordered interaction of the classroom. The student's 
predicament is the more painful in that he is forced to "oppose 
the ethos of the hearth" (Hoggart) while remaining deeply 
attached to his parents. Rodriguez paraphrases Hoggart with his 
own experience in view: "Lavish emotions texture home life. Then, 
at school, the instruction bids him to trust lonely reason primarily 
(46) ". A particularly succinct and telling cameo of Hoggart's (1957: 
294) is quoted in full: 
There is a corner of the living room table. On the other 
side Mother is ironing, the wireless is on, someone is 
singing a snatch of song or Father says intermittently 
whatever comes into his head. The boy has to cut 
himself off mentally [...] to do his homework. 
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Rereading the previous chapter, "Aria ", one can see how Hoggart's 
analysis is anticipated in Rodriguez's evocation of the erosion of 
family closeness with the advent of English: 
Gone was the desperate, urgent, intense feeling of 
being at home [...] We remained a loving family, but 
one greatly changed. No longer so close; no longer 
bound tight by the pleasing and troubling knowledge 
of our public separateness. (22 -23) 
The "pleasing" yet "troubling" and "desperate" urgency of knowing 
that one belongs at home and not in public is invoked almost 
word for word in the paraphrase of Hoggart in the next chapter, 
where the "intense pleasure of intimacy" at home is defined as 
"the family's consolation in feeling public alienation" (46). 
Hoggart's understated picture is overlaid with Rodriguez's more 
polarized narration. 
The parallels between the "scholarship boy" and Rodriguez's 
experience are convincing, and one can see why he would have 
found the book illuminating. But there is no reference in 
quotations from Hoggart to the effects of a change of language: no 
difference is registered by Rodríguez between the history of a 
scholarship boy of English - speaking parents and one from some 
other language background. The Uses of Literacy does not ignore 
intra- linguistic aspects of class experience, addressing differences 
between midlands dialect and southern "standard" English and 
thus, indirectly, the scholarship boy's transition from the former 
to the latter. One of Hoggart's (1957:81) examples of the British 
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working -class speech which a scholarship education alienates is 
the characteristic use of "luv" among people not related by kin. 
Mexican familial forms of address used between strangers, such 
as the word fleetingly elegized by Rodríguez, "hijito ", are perhaps 
not dissimilar19. Hoggart writes that working -class speech is "not 
lubricated" by the softening touches of middle -class English. 
Interestingly, he says of himself (as an academic of working -class 
origin) that he sometimes carries on discussion "in short sharp 
jabs [...] meant to go home - and yet not meant really to hurt" 
(88), and that he is forced to modify this tendency in order not to 
"be misunderstood" as hostile. This sounds different from Octavio 
Paz's account of Mexican Spanish, where verbal "jabs" would not 
be received as good- humoured (would instead cause a fight), but 
each differs from middle -class English in both Britain and North 
America, in which rules for politeness neutralize conflict. 
Rodriguez, however, does not single out any of these remarks. 
How intrinsic to the feelings of closeness Rodriguez describes 
would the "troubling" quality have been when that experience 
was not being set against the uncertainties of life in "gringo" 
society? In one of the passages which renders in more detail and 
less schematically (cf. Paredes's complaint in section 1) what it 
was like to live in a Spanish- speaking family, Rodriguez maintains 
that the source of the pleasure of expressions of warmth was 
always in their implicit contrast with powerlessness and fear 
outside the house. His family resorted to such expressions, he 
19 Familial terms are also used amongst friends. H e rm a n o , 
brother, can mean something like "buddy" (Pocket Oxford Spanish 
Dictionary). 
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argues, to "transform" their awareness of alienation into a 
"consoling" "reminder of intimacy ". The translingual and 
transcultural status he accords to these terms is questionable; it 
seems likely that the concept of la intimidad de hogar would have 
helped to define the contrast between home and outdoors. 
The "relief" Ricardo detects in his father's voice "call[ing] out to 
my mother in Spanish" on returning from work, reinforces 
Rodriguez's point about an implicit comparison with the outside 
world, but the family's mingled "screaming" laughter does not 
sound as if it could have been prompted by relief alone, even if 
that made the enjoyment keener. The passage continues: 
Excited we joined our voices in a celebration of 
sounds. We are speaking now the way we never speak 
out in public. We are alone - together, voices sounded, 
surrounded to tell me. (18) 
One might question whether that was all the voices would have 
"sounded" to tell him. Towards the end of the passage a similar 
underlying meaning is drawn out from the sound of family voices: 
"...voices insisting, You belong here. We are family members. 
Related. Special to one another. Listen! (18) ". Again, these 
italicised glosses represent a kind of trans -linguistic message, 
retrieved from the Spanish, embedded not in words but in 
sounds. They seem suspiciously bare. 
Despite the rhythmic and rhetorical pull of the passage towards 
explaining the family's "closeness" as purely the result of 
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enclosure, the particulars suggest something independent of a 
ghetto context. Nor is the family's style simply identical with the 
"intense gregariousness" of English working -class families in 
Richard Hoggart's account {however much the two may share): 
Some nights, no one seemed willing to loosen the hold 
sounds had on us. At dinner, we invented new words. 
(Ours sounded Spanish, but made sense only to us.) 
We pieced together new words by taking, say, an 
English verb and giving it Spanish endings. My 
mother's instructions at bedtime would be lacquered 
with mock -urgent tones. Or a word Iike si would 
become, in several notes, able to convey added 
measures of feeling. Tongues explored the edges of 
words, especially the fat vowels. And we happily 
sounded that military drum roll, the twirling roar of 
the Spanish r. Family language: my family's sounds. 
[...] Voices singing and sighing, rising, then straining, 
then surging, teeming with pleasure that burst 
syllables into fragments of laughter. At times it 
seemed there was steady quiet only when, from 
another room, the rustling whispers of my parents 
faded and I moved closer to sleep. (HoM 18) 
These word games evince a piquant consciousness of speaking 
Spanish -as- opposed -to- English. Speech as such characterizes what 
is going on to a greater degree than in the English working -class 
family Hoggart evokes. Whereas his vignette counts the sounds in 
the air which the "scholarship boy" must shut out, as separate, 
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alternate strands, going freely and nowhere (a "snatch of song" 
here and "Father's" "intermittent" talk to anybody and everybody, 
there - like the "wireless "), Rodriguez's family members all join in 
speaking at once, directing their speech to each other, provoking 
one another to further word -invention. Even before English was 
introduced into the house, his family would create hybrid words. 
That imaginative impulse clearly arose from their situation as 
Spanish- speakers perched on the edge of an Anglophone society, 
but it does not sound like the nervous humour of people huddled 
on a Noah's Ark. Rodriguez's image of a "military drum -roll" 
seems to embody once more the undifferentiated self- concept 
captured by "mis hermanos". The word games, his mother's 
"mock- urgent tones" at bedtime, and the ubiquitous talk only 
halted by sleep indicate the character of this family language as 
at once distinctively Mexican- American, bilingual in Spanish and 
English, and unique. (To compare it with Hoggart's suggestive but 
non -literary archetype is no doubt unfair; the "ironing" scene 
from Lawrence's Sons and Lovers, in which the working -class 
protagonist watches his mother at her work, would be a warmer 
and more individual source of comparison, but it would not 
contradict the contrast just drawn.) Rodriguez's family's warmth 
emerges as partly made possible by aspects of the language 
spoken - and only heightened, not determined, by their 
awareness of public isolation. 
A Latin American writer's impression of Spanish approximates 
talk in the Rodriguez household: 
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Its Latin matrix makes Spanish highly rhetorical, in 
itself as well as compared to English; it lingers longer 
on words because language is cognitively more 
decisive within the culture 
- it even takes longer to 
enunciate polysyllables than monosyllables. We spend 
more time in language, feel its weight upon us, and 
believe in throwing it around, as if words were 
weapons, stones, or limbs able to embrace. (Desnoes 
1994:264)20 
This passage suggests that talking is a value in itself for Spanish 
speakers. More than that, Desnoes' lyrical summary (which 
displays what it analyzes) actually sounds like an appraisal of 
Rodriguez's English throughout HoM, capturing the writing's 
alternate lithe "embrace" of its material and angry weaponry, its 
declamatory quality, the seriousness with which it takes itself and 
which it demands of the reader; the sense that words can decide 
fates, as well as the truth of the matter (eg. of bilingual 
education). Rodriguez is no stranger to the Spanish in which 
"language is cognitively more decisive within the culture ". This 
may be the most subtle way in which Hunger of Memory achieves 
self -translation from Spanish into English. 
20 Octavio Paz (1985:74) uses almost the same simile: "By means 
of" "[t]he word" "we recognize each other among strangers[...]. To 
know it, to use it, to throw it in the air like a toy or to make it 
quiver like a sharp weapon, is a way of affirming that we are 
Mexican ". Puerto Rican author Rosario Ferré says, of translating 
her work from Spanish into English, that "the dance of language 
[in the Spanish original] had now to have a direction" (1995:45). 
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6.2 Tender mockery 
Although in Rodriguez's family, the "twirling roar" of "the Spanish 
r" may have been played off against a less pronounced English "r ", 
the mother's "mock- urgent tones" in particular share a 
mischievous quality with the style of Rodriguez's grandmother, 
who knew no English. On his last visit to her before she died, his 
grandmother recalled for him how, as a young woman in Mexico, 
she would be greeted by her daughter on her return from long 
hours of work in Guadalajara: 
...[M]y mother would come running toward her in the 
sun - her bright yellow dress - to see her return. 
'M m m a a a m m m m á á á á ,' the old lady mimicked her 
daughter (my mother) to her son. She laughed. (39) 
The mimicry of the daughter to the grandson describes and closes 
a generational circle, in the manner of many autobiographies21. 
Rodriguez's mother is likewise described as "mimicking" the "yes 
and no answers" her questions draw from her children about 
their day at school. Under the surface of Rodriguez's English, one 
senses the importance of a characteristic blend of mocking and 
tenderness in these utterances. (Cf. Paz who contrasts Mexican 
"sarcas[m]" with American "jokes" [1985:24].) 
Such a blend is suggested by several of the words he cites and 
partly translates from Spanish. An example is his relatives' way 
21 Eakin (1992:129) has analyzed the autobiographical 
significance of this circular movement in detail. 
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of calling him "Pocho ": "Sometimes playfully, teasingly, using the 
tender diminutive - mi pochito. Sometimes not so playfully, 
mockingly, Pocho" (29). His grandmother would say "Pocho" on its 
own, and laugh (36). She is described as "Soft. Hard." (36), the 
word "hard" coming as a decisive second thought. While it seems 
in character, then, that she should choose not to temper her gibe 
with the diminutive form, her affection is no less evident in her 
use of "Pocho" than the pejorative element is potent in his 
relatives' playful endearment "mi pochito". Such a concentration 
of contraries in one word is not available in any close English 
counterpart, hence Rodriguez's indirect translation. The word 
pocho is clearly a central one for Chicanos. 
In Diminutive, Augmentative and Pejorative Suffixes in Modern 
Spanish (1967), Anthony Gooch discusses the range of possible 
combinations of feeling compressed into Spanish diminutives and 
augmentatives. His discussion is strikingly pertinent to the 
glimpses Rodriguez gives us of his native tongue. A section on the 
riotous unpredictability of the use of diminutives and 
augmentatives is called: "Cross- currents and Extremes which 
Meet" (13). Introducing these grammatical forms, Gooch (1970) 
writes: 
-ito, basically a diminutive suffix, is more often than 
not used to express affection rather than diminution, 
is sometimes used to stress or underline a word in 
such a way as to imply almost augmentative force, 
and can even be used ironically with strong pejorative 
implications. -ii/o, again fundamentally a diminutive, 
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has a definite pejorative bias, which does not, 
however, prevent its being used on occasion with 
affectionate intention. (5) 
In a chapter entitled "Complexion ", Rodriguez gives us a further 
insight into this potential for contrariety in certain phrases 
revealing his relatives' ambivalent attitude towards dark skin, 
both a relic of Spanish colonialism and a reckoning with white 
American prejudices. His mother would scold him for running 
about in the sun and recklessly tanning, which she feared would 
impair his chances of success among "los gringos ": "'You look like a 
negrito ."(113). Again, the fondness of the ending -ito is combined 
with irritation. His mother is described as "angry, sorry to be 
angry, frustrated almost to laughing, scorn ". 
Both Rodriguez's parents scorned the efforts of "white" Mexican - 
Americans to pass themselves off as Spanish22, but women in the 
family would prescribe "remedies" for the whitening of babies' 
skin before birth (one aunt recommended taking a monstrous - 
sounding "elixir" of castor oil, which "risked an abortion" [116]). 
On the other hand, everyone would laugh at the spectacle of 
"gringos" trying hard to tan: "'They need to get sun because they 
look like los muertos"' (i.e. dead people, ghosts). When Rodriguez 
adds that there was "affection" and "a kind of humor" involved in 
some references to skin colour his examples strike the same 
22 A Mexican who claims Spanish descent only is known as Criollo, 
in contrast to Mestizo, a person of mixed Spanish and Indian 
ancestry (Paz 1985:29, translator's note). 
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paradoxical note of affectionate malice as in ' negrito" and earlier 
"pochito ": 
With daring tenderness, one of my uncles would refer 
to his wife as mi negra. An aunt regularly called her 
dark child mi feito (my little ugly one), her smile only 
partially hidden as she bent down to dig her mouth 
under his ticklish chin. (116) 
The phrase "mi feito" in particular encapsulates this blend. It 
cannot be translated in the straightforward way presupposed by 
Rodriguez in describing his grandmother's message of "intimacy" 
as "passing through" her words. Rather, it requires three English 
words - "little ugly one" - to begin to convey it, and, with a special 
subtlety, the description of the aunt's gesture completes the 
translation. 
Conclusion 
The Mexican Spanish 'voice' is a more fragile part of the 
consciousness at work in Hunger of Memory than the often 
prevailing American English 'voice'. It is less developed as a sense 
of self or deepened as a theme than Eva Hoffman's analogous 
Polish voice in Lost in Translation, and this is obviously related to 
the fact of Rodriguez's childhood loss of Spanish. In Hunger of 
Memory, he does not consider that the greater rarity of his 
experiences of "intimacy" in (American) English implies something 
about the language itself, the possibilities for closeness which it 
creates in its arguable emphasis on freedom of movement and 
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self- sufficiency. Nor does he infer that the "intimacy" - the 
intimidad - which in Spanish was "raucous with sound" (32), "a 
celebration of sounds" (18), might have had an intricate link with 
the words spoken and the "subcutaneous beliefs" (Hoffman) about 
human relations 
which he once 
that they entailed. The premises of assimilation 
internalized work against his acknowledging his 
family's Spanish as even an unintegrated fragment 
cultural identity. However, 
remembered Spanish words and intimating how 
of his present 
by half -translating certain well - 
these embody 
specific personal affiliations, Rodriguez attests to the power of 
natural language to create a common world, and a corresponding 
sense of self. 
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Chapter Six Immigrant Irony and Embarrassment in 
Andrew Riemer's memoirs Inside Outside and T h e 
Habsburg Café 
Andrew Riemer's autobiographical narratives both insightfully 
reveal and inadvertently displays effects of his cultural and 
linguistic transformation from a Hungarian Jewish child born in 
pre -war Budapest into a post -war, educated, Australian adult. 
Disconcertingly, his striking insights into the process of 
assimilation and his many sharp, firsthand impressions of cultural 
differences go against the grain of his assimilated self's tendency 
to monocultural vision. His keen perceptions about his change of 
linguistic identity illuminate the immigrant experience of self - 
translation, adding to its slender literature. Yet his writing 
betrays a more flawed awareness (in practice, despite a honed 
understanding in principle) of the extent to which Ianguage 
entails culture, and linguistic identity entails cultural identity - 
specifically, of how his attitudes towards Hungarian have been, 
and continue to be, shaped by assumptions derived from Anglo- 
Australian culture. One significant example of this is his unspoken 
acceptance of the value inscribed in the emotion -concept 
"embarrassment "; this word offers a key to all the issues touched 
on in my argument, and section 2 of this chapter considers its 
import in one of his memoirs in some detail. Riemer's narration is 
more resistant to bicultural awareness than one expects, given, 
1 To borrow an apt pair of verbs from John Wiltshire's (1998:39) 
review of Riemer's latest memoir, Sandstone Gothic (1998). 
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not only his early transcultural experience, but what - in spite of 
years of assimilation - he himself also makes of it. 
In Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (1989), 
philosopher Charles Taylor contends that human agency and 
selfhood are inextricable from communal and personal questions 
of value and meaning - contra rationalist and behaviourist 
accounts according to which human beings figure as "neutral ", 
"punctual" subjects of ratiocination or behaviour. In the course of 
his argument he says something of profound relevance to the 
condition of immigrants and especially of immigrant and ethnic 
children, who come under pressure to recreate themselves in an 
alien culture and language at a formative period of their lives: 
[A]s a being who grows and becomes I can only know 
myself through the history of my maturations and 
regressions, overcomings and defeats. My self - 
understanding necessarily has temporal depth and 
incorporates narrative. [...] We want our lives to have 
meaning, or weight or substance [...]. If necessary, we 
want the future to `redeem' the past, to make it part of a 
life story which has sense or purpose, to take it up in a 
meaningful unity. [...] 
To repudiate my childhood as unredeemable in this 
sense is to accept a kind of mutilation as a person; it is to 
fail to meet the full challenge involved in making sense 
of my life. (50 -51) 
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The life- writing of the authors studied in this thesis attests that 
psychic disruption and upheaval can bring individuals to reconcile 
themselves to a "mutilation" of this kind. It also sheds light on 
how reduced the parameters of choice in such a resolution can be. 
Some of these works exemplify, as well as reflect on, the split 
narrative that results. Emigration into a new language and culture 
breaks the continuity of a person's sense of self in ways that pose 
a threat to his or her psychological survival. Forms of survival 
which exact the "repudiation" of one's former self in response to 
the sheer pervasiveness, indeed inescapability of the "host" 
language and culture, have their own psychological cost. In The 
Inner World of the Immigrant Child (1995), Cristina Igoa 
observes: 
[T]he child may attempt to blend in and be like his or her 
peers; the child may assimilate and act as if the past 
never existed, denying his or her cultural self. If he or 
she can be helped by teachers to embrace both worlds, an 
integrated sense of self can develop and the child can 
make strides forward. If there is no intervention, either 
by teachers, other adults, or peers, the child may feel 
hopelessly shut off from his past and/ or become stuck at 
that level. This stage is crucial; the child can either be 
guided to integrate his or her cultural self or be left alone 
to discard it, only to try to regain it in later life. (cited in 
Lvovich 1997:99) 
Like Richard Rodriguez, but more drastically because it occurred 
at an older age (eleven, not seven), Andrew Riemer, on his own 
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autobiographical account, appears to have been just such a child. 
Eva Hoffman (1989:115) captures in epigrammatic form the 
demand that Riemer also encountered and, more fully than she, 
tried to accommodate: "Can I really extract what I've been from 
myself so easily ?" Inside Outside (1992) as well as his later 
memoirs (The Habsburg Café [1993], America with Subtitles 
[1995] and Sandstone Gothic [1998]) disclose that he did attempt, 
at first instinctively, then deliberately, to recover something of 
his former cultural identity "in later life" (Igoa). His memories of 
Australia in the 1940s and -50s reveal, by default, the societal 
conditions needed for "integrating" one's foreign "cultural self" 
which Igoa outlines - not only tolerance, which, broadly speaking, 
his family did find, but the ability to countenance difference, 
which is only contingently available, having to do with how 
salient difference already is. (In 1947, Riemer was the first and 
only non -English - speaking child in his suburban Australian 
school.) Inner resources are clearly also vital, and Riemer's as a 
young child had been stretched to the limit by experiences in 
Nazi -occupied and war -torn Hungary. 
Inside Outside offers searching reflections on the impact of 
migration between languages and cultures. At the same time, 
recurrent elements of Riemer`s writing put in doubt his implicit 
claim that the psychic disruption of that experience has been 
healed: a fundamental division runs through the self of the 
narrative. Who he was as a Hungarian -born child in Australia and 
how that child is still left in him, in shards, is a more sympathetic 
theme than who he is now taken separately from his background, 
as Inside Outside (1992) sometimes seems to take him. The 
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following section aims to bring to light something of the former 
subject, with the memoir's help. 
1. Inside Outside 
Andrew Riemer emigrated with his parents to Australia from 
Hungary in 1946, arriving in 1947, shortly before his eleventh 
birthday. They were delayed refugees. His parents were 
assimilated Jewish members of the Hungarian middle -class, 
apparently the first in their families to have enjoyed a degree of 
affluence. They had planned to leave Hungary as early as 1937, 
with the advance of fascism, but on a pediatrician's advice 
decided against travelling with their eighteen -month old son. In 
1945, they were among the "relatively few" survivors of the 
Holocaust in their families. Riemer relates briefly in Inside 
Outside, "everyone else in my father's family had perished" (21). 
The family emigrated after Hungary had become part of the 
Soviet bloc, taking advantage of the semi -anarchic time when it 
was still possible to do so. 
Although Riemer indicates that his family lived through 
"persecution, war and famine" - "all three" of the "classic themes 
in the literature of migration" - he chooses not to centre his 
narrative on these, saying that "[i]t would serve little purpose to 
recount the tale of our survival" (56). We learn only that he and 
his mother were "reunited" with his wounded father in 1945 "in 
circumstances so extraordinary that recounting them would 
offend against credibility" (64). Instead, he sees his memoir as 
contributing to an understanding of post -war Australian society. 
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His "present self" bears enough "scars" from the period of his 
acculturation to be able to "capture with some [,,,] truth" (2) the 
condition of displaced Europeans in mid -century Australia. For 
Riemer, then, the 'brutalítíes and hardships" he and his parents 
suffered during the war form the causal background to the book's 
subject since they "provided the impetus" for emigration. Their 
"effect" is, he writes, "in all probability [__] deeply ingrained 
within our personalities; but they are of much less significance to 
the web of social and cultural interactions I am uncovering in 
these pages" (56, my italics). 
In Sandstone Gothic (1998), a more recent memoir, however, 
Riemer indirectly revokes his previous statement discounting the 
relevance of his survival of "brutality" to his narrative of exile 
and assimilation in Australia. He describes wondering whether 
the students of non -Anglo- Celtic background whom he taught as 
an English lecturer at Sydney university in the 1980s had also 
"had to learn to discard the cultural baggage they or their parents 
had brought with them" and whether they were 
as fundamentally deracinated as I had been when we 
arrived in Australia in 1947 with memories of brutality 
and inhumanity so fresh and vivid that the greatest 
imperative was to disown and to forget? (186) 
Riemer has clearly moved on from the view expressed in Inside 
Outside. He now makes explicit that his survival of the war and of 
the Holocaust immediately affected his response as a child both to 
emigration and to the pressure to assimilate. The Australian post- 
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war policy of assimilation arbitrarily but fatefully coincided with 
the overriding "imperative" to "disown" and "forget" which was 
the legacy of terror in German -occupied Hungary. Riemer's 
sentence -long but critical revision is not in conflict with the 
narrative of Inside Outside as a whole; in fact, it is essential to 
understanding the terrain traversed in that memoir. Its absence 
from the first work is perhaps best accounted for with reference 
to the testimony of other survivors. The following passage, 
concerning a Jewish emigrant to America living in Belgium at the 
time of the Nazi invasion, conveys powerfully the limits on 
articulating memories like Riemer's: 
[T]he days and months following [Hitler's] invasion are 
scarcely mentioned or commented upon in Marc Szeftel's 
diaries. Vera Dunham [a fellow Jewish refugee] can easily 
understand why: "Certain memories - because of pain, 
perhaps - resist elaboration. Our world - Marc's and mine 
when we were so young - literally and figuratively 
exploded in the Blitzkrieg." Szeftel himself confided to his 
diary that his war past was "painful to recall ". (cited in 
Diment 1997:19) 
Inside Outside addresses an experience of radical loss of language 
and culture which, in all likelihood, would have been painful to 
revisit, potentially more so in a published work. It appears to 
have taken several volumes of memoirs for him to be able even 
to touch on the trauma that preceded it. 
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Riemer's "principal language" (85), English, dates only from his 
early adolescence. He describes the linguistic condition of people 
like himself as follows: 
For us, [...] [our learnt] Ianguage, despite the confidence 
with which we exploit its forms and possibilities, remains 
external, or merely cerebral, consistently delighting us 
with its suppleness [...] but rarely, if ever, becoming fully 
personal in a way that only experiences acquired from the 
time of early childhood may become deeply personal.(178) 
Riemer, like Eva Hoffman, shares the philosopher Johann Gottfried 
Herder's intuition that a first language enters into the self so 
deeply partly because the words we learn in childhood are in 
some sense the medium through which we undergo our earliest 
experiences. Later those words are Iinked back to childhood, in a 
way that becomes heightened if the adult's life is lived in another 
language; Richard Rodriguez's response to the sound of his native 
Spanish spoken in a San Francisco street epitomizes this (see 
chapter five). Riemer's first language, Hungarian, is more deeply 
buried than Rodriguez's, however; the incident Rodriguez 
describes, in which Spanish sounds are felt to be Iike a caress 
from within the crowd, is unthinkable in Riemer's memoirs. His 
lines about the emotional detachment inherent in his use of 
English themselves have some of the detached quality he is 
identifying; they are not offered as part of a lament. At one level, 
they refer to the distant experiences of someone not fully 
continuous with the present autobiographer. Perhaps, however, at 
the same time, they ask to be read as small fragments of a 
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Iament, embedded in a narrative that otherwise eschews such a 
tonality. 
Language is at the centre of Riemer's account of his acculturation. 
On arrival in Australia, his English was limited to the "few 
phrases" (91) he had picked up on the several -week journey from 
Hungary via America. His first days at a suburban school in 
Sydney among "streetwise" working -class Australian children 
who had never encountered a non -English- speaking child have 
what he calls an "absurdist" quality in retrospect2. When he began 
to learn English, it was in a haphazard, piecemeal fashion. He 
learnt it "from people in the streets, from signs painted on shop - 
awnings, from newspaper -posters" (97). Although he can retrieve 
some such initial impressions, the process is "essentially 
indescribable" because once the second language has been 
mastered, "the former state of ignorance becomes [...] incapable of 
recovery" (84). This is a matter not only of lapses of memory but 
of "the linguistic identity of the individual who is engaged in an 
attempt to recapture the past ": 
If I were asked what is my first or native language I 
would have to say Hungarian[...]. But clearly, my principal 
2 The school placed him in a class for intellectually handicapped 
children, from which he emerged only when his family moved 
suburbs after seven months and his English had developed 
sufficiently for him to enter a "more conventional stream of 
education" at his next school. Riemer shows a good deal of 
generosity towards his 1940s educators, pointing to their 
complete lack of resources, both financial and imaginative, for 
dealing with migrant children. 
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language is [...] EngIísh. I grew up in English, my adult self 
is English -speaking and, more importantly, my conceptual 
and intellectual life exists only within an English- Ianguage 
context. I do not know the Hungarian expressions for 
countless abstract concepts I use in my everyday life. Nor 
can I remember the Hungarian words for many 
commonplace objects. [...] I look back on the past [...] from 
the perspective of English, a language which has shaped 
my concepts and attitudes. I cannot recapture or convey 
the experience of learning, of growing familiar with a new 
language and a new society, because what I was then 
learning and attempting to absorb is now familiar, it has 
become an integral part of my self. (85) 
Riemer's conception of his change of language is remarkably close 
to Eva Hoffman's metaphor of self -translation. He sees it as a 
process that moulded his very self. Together with English he 
incorporated "knowledge of the world it conveyed, reflected and 
interpreted" (97), which displaced the world that had been 
present to him in Hungarian. Unlike for Hoffman, however, his 
pre -English consciousness is radically strange to him now. 
According to the memoir, his English -language self evolved 
wholly at the expense of his Hungarian- speaking self. His 
language migrant's "conceptual amnesia" (to use Cora Diamond's 
term) estranged him in a profound way from who he had been. 
Riemer emphasizes that this linguistic and psychological 
forgetting was not entirely passive. Learning English involved a 
partly deliberate "unlearning" of Hungarian: 
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In my teens I did everything to avoid having to speak 
Hungarian, assuring my parents' acquaintances that I had 
forgotten the language. That was, of course, a long way 
from the truth. Yet Hungarian was in the process of 
becoming a 
represented as 
secondary language. The act of forgetting 
as 
much a self -willed and symbolic 
a natural and inevitable process. This was 
result of a naive and, it seems to me in 
tiresomely aggressive attempt to become 
assertion 
largely the 
retrospect, 
a genuine 
Australian. It was due in large measure to my inability to 
reconcile the social, emotional and psychological claims of 
my two languages. (85 -86) 
Although the author's impatience with his adolescent self unfairly 
places the burden of responsibility for rejecting his past on the 
migrant child rather than on social forces, these lines make plain 
that his "unlearning" was fuelled by a desperate need to fit in. 
The superseding of Hungarian by English came about because of 
suppression, not only by "natural" and "inevitable" attrition. Like 
Richard Rodriguez, Riemer underwent what has been termed 
"subtractive bilingualism ", which occurs when the social status of 
the language spoken by a minority is low and the acquisition of 
the majority language "threatens to replace or dominate the other 
language" (Genesee 1977:153). His efforts to suppress everything 
about himself which pre -dated his learning English created, he 
now sees, an "emotional vacuum ": "The attempt to remake myself 
resulted in the many years I spent in an emotional vacuum, [...] 
inside a cocoon I had spun around myself until I felt ready to 
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emerge with my new being" (89). Alice Kaplan (1994:63) writes 
that the "emotional consequences" of language change - 
"principally ", "loss" - testify that language is "a home, as surely as 
a roof over one's head is a home ", and that "to be without . 
language, or to be between languages, is as miserable in its way 
as to be without bread ". Riemer's narrative is a memorable 
witness to this. Fie portrays himself instinctively seeking 
camouflage at school and among the families of his Sydney 
suburb, like the speaker of Seamus Heaney's poem "Exposure ", 
"[t]aking protective colouring/ From bole and bark ". As a boy 
"shorter and darker" than the "mostly long- limbed, fair- haired" 
boys at school, his speech still "heavily marked" by Hungarian 
"open vowels" and "lack of accentuation ", he struggled to acquire 
their "idiom ", "to imitate their slurred diphthong -ridden speech" 
(106), embarking on the "career of a parodist and mimic" (88): 
I was tolerated with an innate courtesy, but I fooled no- 
one. The other boys allowed me to tag along, Iargely 
ignoring me, a clown in the retinue of the great ones of the 
earth. Occasionally they would throw a crumb of 
recognition at me, but I was, and have remained to an 
extent ever since, on the outside... (106) 
The pain of this position is tangible. He was taking shelter within 
his second language and culture as an immigrant child exposed in 
a monolingual environment with a strong conformist tendency. It 
is clear to the adult as it was not to the child, however, that "your 
otherness cannot be expunged" (5). Something of his earlier life 
persists in him. In a later chapter Riemer explains that he 
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eventually recovered a part of it through music, literature, and 
friendships with fellow students at university who were drawn to 
these elements of European aesthetic culture. But there remain 
scars: 
The consequences of such major emotional and cultural 
surgery [...] are, naturally enough, extremely grave. [...] [I]n 
the way that victims of amputation continue to feel the 
presence of ghost -like limbs long after they have been 
removed, so the complex influences which go into the 
formation of a personality during the early years of life 
insisted on making their presence felt. (89) 
His metaphor of "major" "surgery" on himself for the impact of 
assimilation connects unmistakably with Charles Taylor's 
argument about the "mutilation" incurred by a person's wholesale 
denial of their past. Yet Riemer's formulation ( "naturally enough, 
extremely grave ") has an external, diagnostic quality, which 
seems to suggest that this area of his experience is no longer an 
open wound. Other elements of his narrative bring home that it is 
more active than the detached air of this comment conveys. 
His account of learning English as "unlearning" Hungarian is 
followed by a spelling -out of what it was that he was forced to 
discard. He writes about the cultural norms embedded in 
Hungarian speech, and how these underpinned social interaction 
as he remembers it from his childhood. In doing so, he moves 
from the thorny point of admitting to yielding to assimilationist 
pressure - going so far as to claim the full blame for it to 
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conferring some of the responsibility on Hungarian, which comes 
to look as if it had been inherently forgettable. 
He begins with the "elaborate system of address" in Hungarian. 
Middle class adults address each other by the "oblique" third - 
person pronoun, unless or until they are sufficiently close to use 
the familiar second -person pronoun. "To employ the second - 
person any earlier would be deeply offensive ", he explains; in 
pre -war Hungary, members of the middle class addressed 
servants by it. Middle -class children had to use the third -person 
form when speaking to their elders (and conventional "betters" - 
this excluded servants), while adults addressed children by the 
second -person. This pronominal system reflected and reinforced a 
social hierarchy that verged on the feudal, he suggests, when 
compared with Australian norms: "Well- brought up [Hungarian] 
children [...] address their elders in terms faintly reminiscent of 
the elaborate ceremonies of the Sun King's court" (86 -87). 
He draws a pointed contrast between these two forms of address 
in Hungarian and the single English pronoun "you" which he 
encountered in Australia: 
There was a time when such rituals formed a normal part 
of my life. You played the game that everybody played. 
But the laconic games of Australian society threw these 
practices into an intolerable relief. [...] They were 
appropriate to a society that had carried the practice of 
obliqueness and innuendo to the status of high art. No 
doubt the relationship between [middle -class Hungarians] 
3 1 I 
was governed by elaborate rules of evasion, by a structure 
of hypocrisies to which both parties willingly consented. 
These would not, however, do in a world where t h e 
wonderfully impersonal 'you' is employed in all 
relationships [...]. The culture of prewar Central Europe 
could not be transplanted into Australia's much drier, 
more matter -of -fact soil. (87 -88, my italics) 
The titles "Mr ", "Mrs" and "Miss" are praised by Riemer for the 
same casual, "laconic" spirit as the "impersonal" "you" applied "in 
all relationships ": they are "equally non -committal ". In other 
words, unlike the two Hungarian pronouns which differentiate 
between social levels and degrees of closeness, "you" in English is 
undiscriminating, implicitly egalitarian, at once familiar (without 
deference) and remote (without entangling commitment). This is 
a shrewd perception of an important cultural difference 
embedded in language. In Days of Obligation (1992), Richard 
Rodriguez highlights a similar disparity between "you" and two 
pronouns in his native Spanish which invoke different 
relationships - tú, the second -person singular, and usted, the 
second -person plural: 
In Sacramento, California, everything outside our house 
was English, was "you" - hey you. [...] My parents were 
you. The nuns were you. [...] My best friend, my worst 
enemy was you. [...] At the heart [of Mexico] there is tú - 
the intimate voice.[...] Tú belongs within the family[,] [...] is 
spoken to children[,] [...] among lovers[,] [...] to servants. [...] 
Usted, the formal, the bloodless, the ornamental you is 
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spoken to the eyes of strangers. By servants to masters. 
(54, emphasis mine) 
Again, "you" in English makes no distinction between addressees 
whereas Spanish recognizes two forms, an intimate and a 
respectful, for Rodríguez cold- sounding, untrusting one. Yet how 
differently Andrew Riemer evaluates the analogous gap between 
Hungarian and English. He narrates the exchange of Hungarian for 
(Australian) English in his childhood as a straight liberation: the 
"wonderfully impersonal 'you "' delivered him from "a structure of 
hypocrisies to which both parties willingly consented" (88). Given 
his equation of multiple relationships with hypocrisy or "evasion ", 
and a uniform relationship with honesty, his teenage sentiment 
sounds fully warranted: "I felt I had nothing in common with that 
over -elaborate way of life" (103)3. Although Rodriguez operates 
as an American adult in the world of "hey you ", he writes of 
3 Riemer's judgment that the distinction between a familiar and a 
polite pronoun in Hungarian requires children to practise 
"evasion ", "obliqueness and innuendo" is debatable. Linguists 
Marida Hollos and William Beeman (1978) write that after 
Hungarian children learn the "familiar" pronoun and before they 
learn the "polite" pronoun they use "an intermediate form ", légy 
szives, an imperative of the verb "to be kind" (lenni szives), when 
asking adults other than their parents for something. According to 
Hollos and Beeman, learning the polite form allows Hungarian 
children to become more direct with strangers, on the model of 
their interaction with intimates. "Since children learn the general 
style of the directive routine at an early age, the Iexical tool of 
polite forms is learned quite early" (351); "the need to deal 
directly with strangers, and yet to mark those persons as 
strangers is met [..1 through the use of polite forms - it is a way of 
being direct and oblique at the same time" (351). 
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missing the possibility for greater closeness which tú creates, 
since, as he puts it, the "very existence of tú must undermine the 
realm of usted". The Mexican perspective of his childhood is not 
alien to him. 
It is not hard to imagine the "intolerable relief" into which 
"laconic" Australian "games" would "throw" verbally complex ones 
of pre -war, stratified Central Europe, or to accept that "you" could 
have betokened "drier" relations. There would have been fewer 
rules for the child to remember in learning to address adults in 
Australia. But along with his wry perception of the minority 
culture's incongruity, Riemer contrives to suggest that the "game" 
which prevailed in his life in Sydney was intrinsically more 
appealing to a child - that assimilation was a choice based on the 
merit of the two cultures, rather than a response to pressure from 
the majority culture which put the other at a disadvantage. As 
narrator he identifies so fully with the mode of human interaction 
embodied by the words "you ", "Mr" and "Mrs" (while 
acknowledging its culture -specificity) that his connection to 
Hungarian now seems an anomaly of his personal history. It 
seems unlikely that as an eleven -year -old migrant he 
experienced the replacement of Hungarian forms of address by 
"you" as an unmixed blessing ( "wonderful "); the voice asserting 
this is remote from the perspective of a non -English speaker. At 
least one aspect of his present stance, however, does point to a 
continuity with his narrated Hungarian Jewish self. There is a 
kind of camouflage in "impersonal ", "non- committal" and "dri[ly]" 
"matter -of- fact" modes of being which might have been deeply 
attractive to a child who had survived traumatic events. 
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Riemer writes that as a child in Hungary, 
you were expected to say that you wanted to kiss grown- 
ups' hands whenever you met them, even though to kiss 
someone's hand, at least in my parents' circle, would have 
been considered precocious and offensive. (87) 
In Australia - to the young Andras's4 relief, as Riemer would have 
it - the "non- committal 'Mr', 'Mrs' or 'Miss' replaced all those 
Uncles and Aunties whose hands you were expected to offer to 
kiss" (88). The "hypocritical, caste -obsessed migrant society" in 
Sydney to which Andrew Riemer reluctantly belonged as a young 
teenager was also one "where children were expected to offer to 
kiss Aunt Klári's hand" (103), as he mordantly puts it. 
As if in return for this offer, Hungarian adults typically addressed 
children in the "most cloyingly endearing of terms ", "with liberal 
use of second- person pronouns and verbs" (87), while children, he 
stresses again, had to use the "formal third -person mode" in 
response. Even more intrusively, 
Hungarians commonly fawn over children, commenting on 
and drawing attention to their physical attributes, 
intelligence, sweetness, the rate of their growth, the 
4 "Andras" is the Hungarian name corresponding to "Andrew ". It 
is presumably the name that was given to Andrew Riemer at 
birth. He refers once to the version " Andris" (183) which his 
parents' Hungarian immigrant friends use to address him, an 
affectionate form similar to a diminutive. 
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condition of their hair and all other kinds of marvels, in 
much the same way as some Australians and many British 
people go into ecstasies over household pets. There is 
something basically shaming and demeaning in these 
rituals of fawning and petting, as if you were an object 
rather than a human being. [...] ('How he's grown, look at 
his lovely eyes, show me your teeth - what wonderful 
teeth! and so clever!'). (87) 
Hungarian adults would address their comments "to the world at 
large ", over children's heads. This is what reminds him of the 
"pets" he has heard exalted in British and Australian households. 
Pointing out children's "physical attributes ", their "rate of growth" 
and "condition of [...] hair" is, for Riemer, self -evidently rude. 
Indeed, he finds it "shaming and demeaning" in that (so he 
implies) it infringes children's rights as autonomous individuals to 
their own personal space. He credits these compliments with the 
same insincerity the unfortunate children are forced into when 
having to offer to kiss their aunt's hand. "Ecstasies" over 
intangibles like a child's budding intelligence strike him as no less 
dishonest. The adults' "cloyingly endearing" exclamations express 
no genuine affection. At best, they are sentimental; at worst, 
malicious: 
they would inevitably carry disturbing overtones - the 
conviction grew on you as these public inspections 
continued that their direct opposite was intended, that the 
kind adult thought you were an unbearable brat who 
should have been drowned at birth. (87) 
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Again, this "disturbing" "conviction" attributed to a Hungarian 
child is not entirely convincing; it reads like the fruit of an 
attitude that developed in a different cultural climate. 
However well -grounded (at least from a contemporary Anglo- 
Australian perspective) Riemer's complaints about his Central 
European upbringing, the impression remains that his Hungarian - 
speaking self is not an active presence in his representation of life 
in his first language. It is as though the child were absent and the 
English- speaking adult were occupying his place, and in that 
capacity experiencing the remembered scene as an indignity. His 
voice is articulate and sardonic: "inevitably carried... "; "these 
public inspections "; "the kind adult... ". The writing draws on a 
register of English that abets this deracinated, adult- specific 
vision. As Riemer partly recognizes in saying that he "grew up in 
English" and that his "conceptual life exists only in an English - 
language context" (85), there is a dissociation from his childhood 
self inherent in his living near -exclusively in relation to the 
concepts of a Ianguage that dates only from his adolescence. 
The communicative behaviour Riemer refers to as "the linguistic 
ceremonies of a stifling culture" (103) goes on in the context of 
the Hungarian "clan" or sib, a context he does more to provide 
readers with in The Habsburg Café. The sib is a traditional 
Hungarian family formation, which, according to sociologist John 
Kosa (1957: 12 -21), was especially important in the middle and 
working classes. It encompassed relatives conventionally 
considered "distant" in "Anglo -Saxon societies ", and emphasized 
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readiness for mutual aid among its members, and close ties across 
generations. Young men might, for example, be closer friends with 
their uncles than with people of their own age outside the sib. It 
appears to correspond to the large family group remembered in 
The Habsburg Café: 
[T]he elaborate social structures - filled with barriers and 
exclusions - of Kakania5 [...] [m]ore forcefully than 
elsewhere in bourgeois Europe, [...] threw emphasis on the 
family, the group and the caste. [...] [For] members of this 
world [...], the focus of their lives was provided by the 
family circle, with all its networks and ramifications. (15) 
Riemer suggests obliquely that anti -Semitic prejudice relegated 
his assimilated Hungarian Jewish relatives to the confines of their 
own ethnic group, intensifying their commitment to their "family 
circle ". In Inside Outside, these are the "Uncles and Aunties" 
whose hands he recalls having to offer to kiss, and who would 
"fawn" over him in "shaming" and "demeaning" ways. He writes 
more warmly about his sib in The Habsburg Café, in the final 
pages Iamenting its destruction: "I remember [...] those intangible, 
intimate relationships that existed in a large and on the whole 
loving family "; "it comes home to me with [...] searing pain [...] that 
they were not allowed to live their allotted span, to be born and 
to die within the orderly rhythms of Iife" (259). These brief 
5 "Kakania" is a satirical nickname for the declining Austro- 
Hungarian empire, derived from "a familiar bureaucratic 
abbreviation 'k.k.' standing for the phrase 'kaiserlich und 
königlich' (imperial and royal)" with the connotation of "kaka, that 
is [...] faeces" (Riemer 1993:10). 
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revelations, at odds with the overall ironic tone of the book (cf. 
section 2), point towards an attempted redemption of one of the 
central losses Riemer suffered in "unlearning" Hungarian: an 
attachment to the memory of his extended family. 
The sib is very different from the family relationships that 
Riemer became familiar with in Australia, which were looser -knit, 
often limited to the nuclear family and potentially less important 
than associations among fellow workers and suburban next -door 
neighbours: women talking over the garden fence, men 
congregating in pubs, children playing on the streets. Riemer 
remembers his parents' and his own surprise when two 
Australian boys from his school "arrived unannounced" one 
afternoon wanting to play with him. In Hungary, "social contact 
with other children [had been] governed by a strict protocol of 
invitations and supervision" (10) - i.e. within the sib. Sociologist 
John Kosa (1957) quotes a Canadian -born child who rejects his 
Hungarian immigrant parents' expectation that he participate in 
the sib: 
A teenaged boy summed up his problem in an unusually 
sharp tone: 'Daddy keeps on talking about Aunt So- and -so 
and Uncle This - and -that, and there are always aunts and 
uncles, and I have so many of them that I cannot keep 
their names in mind. But why should I have more 
relatives than anybody else? Who would do anything for 
an aunt in this country? Daddy thinks too much of his 
relatives'. (20) 
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The phrase "Aunt so- and -so and Uncle this - and -that" is 
arrestingly similar to Riemer's "all those Uncles and Aunties 
whose hands you were expected to offer to kiss" (88), and 
"[having] to offer to kiss Aunt Klári's hand" (103). It illuminates 
the degree to which Riemer continues to speak about Hungarian 
culture in the accents of an immigrant adolescent assimilating 
strenuously to an 'Anglo' culture. The added connections of a large 
family circle, in Riemer's case a reconstructed circle of fellow 
Hungarian Jewish refugees in Australia, was experienced as 
oppressive by both these adolescents because in excess of the 
number of relatives children in local families were expected to 
relate to. The "sharp tone" they share conveys resentment at 
being expected to behave in ways that seem outlandish and 
obsolete in the new cultural context. 
Riemer's criticism of the enforced formulaic offer to kiss the hand 
of older relatives and what he calls "rituals" of "petting" and 
"fawning" over children reiterates his earlier objection to a 
dramatic, even farcical inconsistency in accepted social relations 
between Hungarian adults: 
[In Hungary,] people constantly criticized each other 
openly and with considerable verbal violence. [...] [O]n the 
one hand, [there was] rigid probity, on the other licence 
for considerable vehemence and even for a degree of 
coarseness which would not at that time have been 
tolerated in Australian society. The [...] gatherings [...] in 
my grandmother's flat would display the two 
contradictory poles of this social phenomenon: ceremonial 
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and at times openly hypocritical politesse and violent, 
often quite coarse invective. His bespatted Excellency, the 
retired town clerk would gallantly kiss the hand of each 
dumpy crone, complimenting her on her beauty and 
youth. The company would then [...J indulge in delicious 
gossip, slander and innuendo, with liberal use of the 
scatological richness of the Hungarian language, tolerating 
considerable vulgarity of expression in what was regarded 
as polite society. (50 -51) 
There is a certain relish in this highly charged description of the 
manners of the sib. Riemer presents the sib -members as inferior 
in social graces to the Australian middle -class of the time, who 
knew better, "would not have tolerated" such "coarseness ". 
Hungarian adults' reported "indulgence" in "scatological" language 
puts them in the category of very young, or badly brought up, 
children, which contradicts their view of themselves as "polite" 
and refined. This verdict assumes that civilisation is at the 
opposite pole from, and absolutely incompatible with, young 
children's lack of inhibition - arguably, a distinctively middle - 
class 'Anglo' cultural outlook6. Riemer does not give us any 
examples of Hungarians' "indecency "7. In her memoir Heddy and 
Me (1994), Hungarian -born Australian author Susan Varga recalls 
one fairly innocuous "scatological" expression. It was used by her 
family as a sort of small war -cry to mark the start of vacation 
6 See my quotation in section 2 from Helen Lynd (1958:236) on 
the anti -expressive ethos implied by the pejorative English 
adjective "emotional ". 
7 He is less squeamish in The Habsburg Café. See footnote 5. 
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trips to the Blue Mountains: "When we reached Parramatta [...] 
and hit the highway, we whooped for joy and sang a little verse in 
Hungarian that said, in effect, `We're shitting on the world, we're 
on holiday!" (205). 
In his account of relations between Hungarian middle -class adults 
and children and among adults themselves, Riemer imputes 
rudeness and hypocrisy, assessments which are strikingly free of 
awareness of their own cultural bias. He makes no reference to 
the beliefs about people's interaction on which Hungarian forms 
of speech might depend, as distinct from beliefs he has come to 
take for granted as an Australian adult. This approach withholds 
intelligibility from Hungarian- speakers` behaviour. Clearly, the 
"Uncles and Aunties" (88) of his childhood transgress his accepted 
norms of politeness by talking about the physical attributes of 
other people in their presence at all (whether negatively or not); 
they do not reckon in the first place with his present self's 
category of personal remarks. His memories of adults voicing 
"violent" criticisms to their targets' faces (cf. Varga's memories of 
her mothers), suggest that in Hungarian, unlike middle -class 
Australian English, speakers are not expected to avoid overt 
criticism of their interlocutors. Their open expression of warm 
feelings looks either gushy or suspect to the Australian 
retrospective observer in Riemer, who has been sustained on 
"drier [...] soil ". The reader is exposed to Riemer's cultural 
assumptions here as much as to the Hungarian communicative 
8 "[O]ther mothers nagged [...] but there was a special quality in 
her of strong emotion, almost a moral disgust" (226). Cf. also 
Varga (1994: 250, 267). 
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behaviour he sets out to describe, Eva Hoffman remembers her 
encounters with Anglo- Canadian speech norms as a Polish - 
speaking child in terms immediately relevant to Riemer's 
evaluation of Hungarian, suggesting areas of commonality 
between 'Anglo' cultures (as with Kosa's Canadian teenager) and 
between linguistically diverse but historicaIIy connected cultures 
of middle Europe: 
I learn [...] that certain kinds of truth are impolite. One 
shouldn't criticize the person one is with, at least not 
directly. You shouldn't say, 'You are wrong about that' - 
though you may say, 'On the other hand, there is that to 
consider.' You shouldn't say 'This doesn't Iook good on 
you,' though you may say, 'I like you better in that other 
outfit.' I learn to tone down my sharpness, to do a more 
careful conversational minuet. (Lost in Translation 146) 
Linguist Mafgorzata Suszczyríska's (1999:1059) comments on the 
similarity between Hungarian and Polish perceptions of "distance" 
(as connoting "emotional coolness ") are interesting in this context. 
Riemer does not recognize his own responses to Hungarian styles 
of communication as, in part, cultural phenomena themselves. 
Within his account of assimilation, the rhetorical point of his 
commentary on Hungarian culture is that "unlearning" it was due 
to its inappropriateness in post -war Australia. In effect, he says 
that Hungarian was outdated and irrelevant in the more modern, 
relaxed Australian context, and that it placed such a burden on 
children that it is no wonder he rejected it as a teenager: he was 
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glad to be free of it. This characterization is powered by the need 
to justify the rejection which he has narrated, and which he goes 
on to elaborate with self- deprecating humour ( "I tried to swagger 
and lope like the freckled heroes of the playground" [106]). It 
undermines the understanding captured in his image of 
amputation that it did violence to himself to have to deny his past 
identity. It would be very difficult to focus on this violence, given 
that he continues to feel most at home in the cultural sensibility 
into which the psychic injury helped to shoehorn him. 
In the passage recalling his first day at school, Riemer comes 
closest to granting the critical point which is blurred in his hostile 
account of Hungarian: the pervasive presence in any society of 
"unwritten rules for the normal" (Hoffman) which are not 
reducible to malice or rudeness, however rude they may appear 
from another cultural perspective. He recalls the impact on him of 
the sight of the schoolchildren's faces - immobile, relative to 
Hungarian culture: 
Australians, at least the children and adults of the inner 
western and southern suburbs of Sydney in the 1940s, 
employed a very restricted repertoire of gestures - body 
language, in the jargon of the seventies and eighties. The 
faces staring at me, even those that attempted to draw me 
out of that circle of isolation, were impassive, their hands 
immobile. You could not 'read' their intentions, especially 
if you were the product of a culture which habitually 
employed exaggerated gestures, smiles and other facial 
expressions. Those sinewy children and gnarled middle- 
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aged men were inscrutable in their curiosity, just as I, no 
doubt, proved incomprehensible to them in my brightly 
coloured parrot- garb9. (91 -92) 
The description of Australian children's "impassive" faces and 
"immobile" hands conveys vividly what was being seen by a child 
steeped in another culture. By reconstructing that child's vision, 
Riemer aIIows us to encounter him more immediately than 
anywhere in his recollections of life among Hungarian speakers. 
The passage offers an insight into what it was like to be a bearer 
of Hungarian cultural norms in a 1940s Australian environment. 
An act of self -translation, in both directions, is necessarily 
involved in that. 
Yet here too, Riemer's reflex is to depreciate the modes of 
communication in his native culture. He describes Hungarians' 
characteristic gestures and facial expressions, even down to 
"smiles" - which might be thought of as spontaneous - 
pejoratively as "exaggerated ". His mental and visual familiarity 
with these as a Hungarian child was the source of his painful 
bafflement at school in Australia. Although he can now see this, 
he nevertheless writes as if the perspective from which they 
would have seemed "exaggerated" were the normal one. 
Australian "body language" of the 1940s is viewed with whimsical 
humour, as somehow organically continuous with the weathered, 
9 Riemer's mother had decked him out in a coloured shirt and 
bright, striped socks, bought en route in America, in accordance 
with her pre- migration image of Australia as a tropical island like 
Tahiti. 
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"gnarled" look of the people, but it is let off Riemer's critical hook. 
Its apparent inscrutability, he suggests, was also a function of his 
own disorientation in the alien playground. 
Inside Outside does not evoke the "social, emotional and 
psychological claims" of Hungarian in the way that it does the 
competing claims of Riemer's second language. The claims of his 
native language can only be reconstructed from the vivid account 
of the pain of trying to "become a genuine Australian ". The most 
real thing about them, at this distance, is the humiliation they 
caused him. He writes that the most tangible way in which his life 
in Hungary makes itself felt in his adult life is through a troubling 
confusion about identity, the "anxiety of living in a vacancy 
between two worlds" (5), a kind of negation or relativizing of 
present time, reminiscent of Hoffman's experience of 
"triangulation" (cf. chapter one). Yet his Hungarian- speaking self, 
the non -Australian child, is perhaps also evident in the signs of a 
continued struggle to slough him off. 
In Sydney, Riemer occasionally overhears members of the 
younger generation speaking an English he finds distressingly 
reminiscent of "their [...] grandparents' attempts at Australian - 
English", or a Hungarian of which he deeply disapproves: 
employing those indecent expressions that even now must 
not be spoken aloud in English, and using the same 
gestures as those elderly people, despite the fact that their 
years of exposure - since birth in most cases - to 
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Australian ways should have imposed on them an entirely 
different pattern of behaviour, (208) 
His disapproving tone expresses instinctive identification with the 
assimilationist views of Australians of his schoolteachers' 
generation. The vocabulary he uses to describe aging Hungarian 
Jewish women sometimes borders on revulsion, for example when 
he speaks of the "grotesque scarlet gashes" of their lipsticked 
mouths. Evelyn Juers (1995 -1996) aptly wonders, 
Riemer [...] sneer[s] at the 'crass vulgarity of those Hungarian 
ladies of Double Bay, with knuckleduster diamond rings and 
bracelets like the wristband of a heavyweight wrestler' (how 
did he ever get away with that one? these are the people who 
read his books).... (11) 
A comment about his parents makes strange reading in the light 
of such phrases: 
[Y]ears spent in places like Epping, Wahroonga and 
Pennant Hills made their compatriots seem noisy, 
intrusive, often vulgar and, by the cruellest of ironies, 
strange and grotesque. They much preferred the few 
Australian friends they had made. (117) 
The point that fellow Hungarian immigrants struck his semi - 
Australianized parents as rude ( "noisy, intrusive "), "vulgar ", 
"strange and grotesque ", and that there is a cruel irony in this, 
extends to Riemer himself as well. 
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Riemer suggests that the vehemence of his denial of his 
Hungarian cultural background as a schoolboy partly involved a 
displacement of "rancour" at Australians' "not entirely welcoming" 
(3) reception of his family; 
My friends' fathers would never be seen walking arm -in- 
arm in an alpine twilight [at Australian mountain resorts 
favoured by immigrants from Hungary]. Admittedly, I 
didn't much care for what I saw them doing on the rare 
occasions when I visited other boys' homes - immersed in 
the racing -guide on Saturdays, rolling home on Friday 
evenings cross -eyed from six 
weeds out of the front Iawn 
Yet so powerful 
o'clock swill, or else pulling 
with robot -like concentration. 
were the forces driving me to conform, to 
seek acceptance by this world, that I allowed myself to 
experience no distaste whatsoever for its way of life, 
reserving my anguish and discontent for my tirades 
(delivered in Hungarian at the top of my voice) to my 
unfortunate parents about their frightful friends and 
acquaintances. (143) 
The bitterness his writing still expresses towards Hungarian 
culture may give vent indirectly to his early experience of 
Australian insularity, captured here by the gardeners' "robot- like" 
focus; their lack of understanding and tolerance for difference (as 
he might now describe it), and the sheer boredom, for someone 
with intellectual inclinations, of their largely physical way of life. 
As a child he was unable to air his "anguish and discontent" over 
328 
these things, nor would he necessarily have recognized his 
feelings. He goes on to reflect: "It did not occur to me that my 
discontent was the product equally, if not more, of the world in 
which I was living, the world I wanted so desperately to accept 
me as its own" (151). He shows how having to suppress negative 
responses to his "host" culture exacerbated his aversion to his 
parents' way of life. He does not, however, consider that his 
distaste for Hungarian culture could itself have involved 
transference of blame - in the way that, according to his own 
earlier insight, his distaste for Australian culture was partly 
generated by the lack of any alternative, the drive to "conform ", 
not simply by intrinsically hateful qualities. (Describing his first 
months in Australia, he writes: "If you cannot reach out to the 
people among whom you are forced to Iive, it is fatally easy to fall 
into the error of [...] believ[ing] that the lack is in them, that 
somehow they belong to an inferior order of being" [103]10.) 
Instead, he gives to understand that each culture was in its own 
way soul- destroying, but that one bore the blame for both. 
His persistent hostility to Hungarian is directly related, in a way 
difficult for him to acknowledge, to the response of his Australian 
peers to his parents and himself as immigrants: ranging from 
benign lack of interest to ridicule. His continued use of terms like 
"crass" and "grotesque" points to his having internalized these 
responses as a child, and never fully freed himself from them. 
Inside Outside reveals him to have been a sufferer of what could 
10 This thought closely resembles Eva Hoffman's reflection on her 
adolescent attempts at a kind of mental "transcendence" of 
Canadians, with whom she had no hope of communicating. 
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be termed an immigrant child syndrome of embarrassment at 
one's "foreign" parents and anything foreign in oneself - like 
Richard Rodriguez, Maxine Hong Kingston, and Jewish Australian 
autobiographers Amirah Inglis, Judah Waten and Susan Varga, 
among others. Riemer is far from being unaware of these effects 
of assimilation: 
I felt bitterly resentful that I was trapped in a European 
family with its quaint and foreign ways. I made my 
mother's life a misery by refusing to take anything but 
spaghetti and baked bean sandwiches to school for lunch, 
not realising that those little bits of pasta in a watery 
tomato sauce that came out of a tin were, themselves, a 
version of food that only filthy dagoes ate. (151) 
With wicked humour, he recalls his relief as a postgraduate 
student in London that "there was little danger here of being 
stopped by someone in the street who would say to me: 'Andris, 
how arr you? how's sings goink wiz your dear mozer and 
fazer ? "`(1$3). The warm irony here, at the expense of both his 
parents' friends and himself, is reminiscent of Nabokov's double - 
edged immigrant humour in Pnin. Another attractive example of 
this ironic self -awareness is his recollection of his family and 
other Jewish refugees as "reffos" in "strange clothes, with [...] 
curious gestures and demeanour" being "reunited with our 
embarrassed, thoroughly 'Australian' relatives" (20). This last 
image of embarrassed, assimilated relatives is particularly 
striking when compared with the text describing his meeting with 
his cousin in Hungary in The Habsburg Café (cf. section 2). 
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Psychologist Helen Merrell Lynd encapsulates the predicament of 
the ethnic child's relationship with its parents: 
For a child of immigrant parents there is often acute 
conflict between the desire to look up to his parents and 
the shame he feels for the exposure of their different 
ways and their uncertainty and unseemliness in a strange 
land. Estranged from both cultures he may manifest his 
own insecurity about where he belongs by 
overzealousness in taking on the ways of the school and 
the neighborhood alien to his elders, and by impatience 
with their foreignness and slowness of adaptation. 
(1958:55) 
With his "tirades" "delivered" "at the top of [his] voice" to his 
parents about their "frightful [...] acquaintances ", Riemer seems to 
offer himself as a paradigm case of such a child. Lynd is referring 
to the children of immigrants; Riemer was not only a child of 
immigrants but an immigrant as well, hence the "shame" he felt 
for his parents would have been experienced in an immediate 
way for his own, perilously close, non -Australian self. 
"Estrangement" from both cultures and "insecurity" would be all 
the more acute for a child who was acquiring the second language 
and culture at the same time as his parents, even if far more 
rapidly and successfully. 
Shame of this kind seems to translate readily into 
"embarrassment" in the experience of language migrants into an 
331 
Anglophone cultural environment. The word "embarrassment" 
recurs in almost all the texts mentioned above. A richly ironic 
scene in The Woman Warrior conveys Maxine's mortification as 
an eight -year -old at being the bearer of her mother's 
"embarrassing" Chinese request that the chemist compensate 
them for accidentally delivering medicine meant for another 
family, thus inflicting bad luck. Susan Varga writes of the 
"embarrass[ing]" "loudness" of her family in an Australian context: 
Always a bit Iouder than other people's families, always 
with foreign accents and God -awful grammatical mistakes 
and always saying things that were never said in other 
families. [...] Judy and I didn't believe it when our friends 
seemed to like our parents; we were too embarrassed by 
them. (1994:205) 
Amirah Inglis (1983) remembers her mother singing as they 
walked along a main street, and herself "trying to pretend that I 
had nothing to do with this happy, vivacious woman who was 
behaving in such an embarrassingly un- Australian way" (93). 
Judah Waten (1952) wonderfully evokes his "uncomfortable self - 
consciousness" turning to "shame and humiliation" when his 
Russian Jewish mother would insist that Melbourne music shop 
managers play records of Tchaikovsky to her children for free 
(182). Eva Hoffman's experience, as an older child at the time of 
her language migration, is closer to that of the parents of these 
autobiographers, in that she found her affectionate impulses - for 
example to "hook arms" with a Canadian schoolfriend - repeatedly 
repulsed: "this movement of friendly intimacy is an 
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embarrassment to her" (146, my italics). Gradually, these 
reactions taught her to suppress such impulses, to "compose" her 
features, in the same way that Kingston, Varga, Inglis and Waten 
wished they could curb their parents' behaviour in public. Riemer 
characteristically describes his embarrassment as an immigrant 
child with self -deprecating wit and with understanding for his 
"unfortunate" parents ( "I made my mother's life a misery "). But 
whereas, at least in the passages just identified, the other 
autobiographers write with ironic sympathy for their child -selves 
caught in this predicament - from the comparative freedom of a 
changed perspective - Riemer's relation to his adolescent self's 
embarrassment is more ambiguous. He often writes more harshly 
about himself as he was then. Yet he continues to find many of 
the same things embarrassing and does not question his current 
response, to that extent remaining implicated in the attitudes he 
developed as an immigrant child. 
He writes, for example, that: 
the structures of European society - to be endured on our 
holidays in the mountains [...] or when intolerable 
creatures like the former landowner came to visit us - 
seemed to my adolescent self- righteousness entirely 
offensive and insupportable. (143) 
This rebuke expects of his younger self a kind of autonomy and 
cool- headed rationality, in keeping perhaps with his ideal adult 
self, which does not take account of the tremendous pressure the 
child faced. It implies a definitive break with the boy's outlook. 
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But his present judgment in fact converges with the responses he 
attributes to "adolescent self- righteousness ". What "seemed" 
"insupportable" then continues to be defined as "intolerable ": 
"intolerable creatures like the former Iandowner... ". 
Sociologists M. L. Kovacs and A. J. Cropley (1975) note how to 
"immigrant children ", especially ones whose parents both work 
long hours (as Riemer's did) and cannot impart their culture as 
authoritatively as the school imparts the local culture, the "way of 
life of the[ir] parents may [come to] [...] seem inappropriate or 
even absurd" (55). Immigrant children's embarrassment about 
their parents stems not only from their difficulty in reconciling 
conflicting allegiances to two cultures, but also from the attitudes 
of adults and, in especially potent ways, of other children in the 
country of their second culture" 
The disjunction in tone and outlook between many utterances in 
Inside Outside seems to derive from a childhood in which 
Riemer's infancy, war experience, migration, assimilating self, and 
11 Immigrant children's shame has been variously documented. 
Helen Lynd (1958) refers to Oscar Handlin's The Uprooted: The 
Epic Story of the Great Migrations that Made the American People 
(1951), and Everett V. Stonequist's The Marginal Man (1937). 
More recent studies include M.L. Kovacs and A.J. Cropley's 
Immigrants and Society: Alienation and Assimilation (1975), 
Selma Cantor Berrol's Growing up American (1995) and Cristina 
Igoa's The Inner World of the Immigrant Child (1995). Cf. also 
Russian immigrant to America, Natasha Lvovich (1997), on the 
problems faced by her Russian -American daughter. The memoirs 
of migrants into English referred to in this thesis tend to speak of 
embarrassment more often than shame. 
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finally quasi -assimilated being were not on speaking terms. The 
reflections on his experiences of loneliness and desolation as an 
immigrant adolescent are striking in their poignancy and 
maturity. His references to Hungarian are infused with the 
attitudes of the child who rejected it under pressure to assimilate. 
The two narrative strands often combine in the same sentences: 
...I suffered (as I now realise) from the suppression of 
life -sustaining emotional energies - no matter how 
bizarre their manifestations might have been among the 
gesticulating patrons of the espresso bars. [...] When I was 
dragged, resentful and complaining, to visit my parents' 
friends, or on our mountain holidays ('Why can't we go to 
Terrigal, for goodness sake, like everyone else' ?) I was 
coming into contact with a world I would eventually have 
to recover - though not in the stunted and grotesque 
forms in which it survived among us. At the time, though, 
I could not allow myself to admit that such a despised 
way of life touched in any way on my real self, or had 
any relevance for what I was hoping to become. (146, 
emphasis mine) 
Note the disclaimers (the first two emphasized segments) which 
follow hard on the heels of Riemer's acknowledgment of having 
"suffered" a "suppression" of his first way of life: "no matter 
how... "; "though not... ". The narrator's vision is characteristically 
double. On the one hand, he highlights with "ironic retrospective 
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insight" t 2 his schoolboy revolt against his family's culture ( "such a 
despised way of life... ") as a manifestation of precisely the urge of 
immigrant adolescents to dissociate from their parents which 
Kovacs and Cropley refer to. He lets us hear in his frustrated, 
teenage complaint, "Why can't we go to Terrigal...like everyone 
else ", the extent to which his sentiments then were taken over 
whole from his Australian classmates - the overwhelming cry of 
"everyone else ". Yet on the other hand, he voices with no ironic 
mediation the very prejudice which he imbibed as a child: his 
parents' culture is "bizarre" and "grotesque ". The claim that 
Hungarian Jewish immigrants like his parents inhabited "stunted" 
forms of their earlier world is made categorically: "the stunted 
forms in which it survived among us ". 
Gradually, it emerges that the "forms" in which he did "eventually 
recover" the "world" of his parents are those of Western European 
"high culture" (150). He explains that it was through music in 
particular that he was able to reclaim his European heritage: 
The earliest and most powerful warning that Europe - to 
use a convenient shorthand for complicated states of mind, 
memories and longings - would not lie down and fade 
away, came through that discovery of music which proved 
to be one of the few consolations of those bleak years. [...] 
One night, quite by chance, I wound the dial round to the 
ABC, catching the middle of a concert from the Town Hall. 
[...] I can still sense, almost as keenly as I did on that night, 
t2 This is a quote from John Wiltshire's (1998:39) review of 
Sandstone Gothic. 
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the sensuous thrill of hearing the sound of an orchestra in 
full flight transmitted through [...] my decidely low fidelity 
radio[...]. (147) 
From what Riemer tells us of his adolescence, a "sensuous thrill" 
like this was an exceptional experience. 
The discovery of music was, of course, the rediscovery of 
European ways of life, a means of recognising that the 
despised world of the expatriates among whom my 
parents moved from time to time - to my eyes a grotesque 
and almost entirely contemptible society - embraced 
values to which I could relate, values that could fill to 
some extent the spiritual void in which I lived. (148) 
With his parents' support, in his teens Riemer would attend 
concerts at the Sydney Town Hall, and remembers observing 
"well- dressed people convers[ing] discreetly, greet[ing] 
acquaintances with a smile or a wave of the hand ", 
display[ing], in short, the outward and visible signs of a 
civilised way of life as the consumers of high culture, in a 
way not very different from the social pantomime enacted 
amid the gilt of the Budapest Opera House. (150, my 
italics) 
These "outward" and "visible" aspects of culture constitute a 
highly external perspective. It is telling that the "civilised" 
concert -goers do not "gesticulate" but behave "discreetly ". 
Riemer's response to the tension between his two linguistic 
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cultures is to deny that the differences were substantial at the 
most important level. The very broad category "high culture ", Iike 
the word "Europe" which is in a sense a euphemism for Hungary, 
allows him to dissolve and transcend the particularity of his 
Hungarian Jewish background. Comparing the experience of 
British and non -British immigrants to Australia, he speaks of "the 
fine and in the long view irrelevant differences between one set 
of European cultures and social habits and another" (162). 
"European culture" is not linked specifically to either the language 
or the ethnicity which rendered him so painfully foreign on his 
arrival in Australia: a "balt" and a "ref" (142) (as when he 
remembers feeling "deep shame for having been born in a place 
that spawned refs, balts and wogs" [194]). 
At university, the aesthetic interests which had earlier been kept 
to himself in an effort to pass himself off as "the open -faced 
philistine most of my classmates seemed to be ", became 
something he could share with others: "[w]ith my new friends I 
discovered the heady world of talk - hour after hour [...]. The load 
of unhappiness had lifted" (168). He lets us see what a revelation 
and emotional awakening these friendships brought about: his life 
was lit up by the discovery of peers who read as omnivorously as 
he did, enjoyed classical music, art - likings which were basically 
inadmissible at school - and were drawn magnet -like to Europe, 
the continent he had come from and which had been off the 
mental map of his suburban Australian neighbourhood. In his 
own terms, he developed or unearthed a "personality" as a 
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student, having "lack[ed] personality" (144, 146) at schoo113: "I 
began to lose the dull anonymity of my adolescence. I also began 
to acquire or to manufacture a viable personality. Much of it was 
a mixture of silliness and precocity, but it was great fun" (173). 
His personal growth was spurred by recognition and, at last, 
belonging: "Above all, we were a community" (173). 
The way in which he foregrounds and dwells on this 
breakthrough, however, allows something central to be obscured. 
The teleology of his account of his school and university years can 
be paraphrased as follows: 'I despised my own culture because a 
parochial environment forced me to. Then, at university among 
like- minded Australians, I came to recover the only thing of real 
value in my origins: Western European high culture; at a pinch 
the music of the former Austro- Hungarian empire, the likes of 
Mozart and Liszt'. The move from the first affirmation to the 
second does not amount to the unequivocal redemption of his 
former cultural and linguistic self which it is apparently meant to 
portray. His stated preference for "music" over "words" in this 
connection ( "music provides for me greater consolation than 
words - words are of the mind, but music speaks to the soul" 
[1481) hints at an awareness of having passed over the problem 
of suppressed linguistic and cultural identity, a hint which is, 
however, not expanded on14. 
13 The phrase echoes Maxine Hong Kingston's recollection in The 
Woman Warrior of the imperative she met with at school in 
America, that she gain a "personality" (see chapter four). 
14 Interestingly, in Hunger of Memory, Richard Rodriguez also 
writes of being attracted to music over spoken and written words. 
He says that certain songs and passages of music have the power 
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Perhaps part of the reason why music is so central to Riemer is 
that a space exists within middle -class Anglo- Australian culture 
for its enjoyment. Appreciation of German, Austrian, Hungarian 
and Italian music takes place publicly within the forum of concert 
halls, radio stations, the social gatherings of admirers of classical 
music: it is an accepted discourse. The music of his part of Europe 
can be listened to "in English" as it were, without threatening his 
English -language sense of self. Within that identity he can even 
argue for its validity for Central Europeans: 
The Central European mania for opera [is] 
incomprehensible to the Anglo -Saxon sensibility [...]. It is 
difficult for those who were not brought up within this 
deeply ingrained habit or tradition to appreciate the 
profound social, cultural and perhaps even spiritual 
significance of opera for the people of Central Europe. (71) 
The possibility of going regularly to concerts and opera and of 
sharing their appreciation with others seems to have been a 
source of empowerment for his emotional life. 
Although the term "Europe" allows him to bypass his Hungarian 
cultural origins by appealing to a common heritage with his 
intellectual friends in Australia, there are some allusions in Inside 
Outside to a "European" heritage that is not Anglo- centric. Music, 
to evoke something of the "intimate utterance" of his family when 
they still spoke Spanish together - whereas the predominantly 
English -language verbal sphere of his daily Iife is devoid of 
reminders of closeness. 
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insofar as it is an internationally recognized language of feeling, 
may be a bridge between the "Europe" acceptable to his 
Australian peers with their attraction to England and to "the 
Continent" (a quintessentially British notion) and those 
intimations of a non -Anglo heritage where the open display of 
strong feelings or "emotional intensity" is central. 
There are moments when Riemer appears to be on verge of 
defending his parental language and culture against a reductive, 
ethnocentric criticism of them. He writes of his conviction that the 
"anguish and self -loathing" he experienced as an adolescent was 
the product of that aggressively practical- minded, 
exclusively male society in which I spent my schooldays, a 
world that allowed no scope for emotions or for the 
cultivation of the sensibility. Being the child of a culture 
where feelings and affection are expressed far more 
readily than they were in that pragmatic middle -class 
boys' high -school, I suffered (as I now realise) from the 
suppression of life- sustaining emotional energies [...]. The 
lack of personality that afflicted me [...] revealed the 
extent of my spiritual impoverishment. (146) 
These lines imply that his native language and culture had 
fostered within him and his community a life of "emotional ", 
"aesthetic" and "spiritual" dimensions. The sentence beginning 
"Being the child..." is the clearest single articulation in Riemer's 
four volumes of memoirs of the value of what was lost in his one - 
way self -translation - a rare affirmation of that value. It is 
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qualified immediately, as we have seen, by a reflex of dissociation 
( "no matter how bizarre their manifestations... "). What is 
particularly unusual is that he invokes not only the life of the 
imagination (nourished by opera), a readily translatable concern, 
but also human contact of a kind he had lost. 
In Italy, where he travelled as a young man, "people seemed to 
live more intensely" (193). A similar phrase occurs in his 
description of a revue sketch he wrote at university, a parody of 
Chekhov which left his fellow- students entirely cold, and which 
reveals in retrospect an unwitting affinity with the outlook of his 
parents: 
I [composed] a Chekhovian fantasia for five characters 
who delivered melancholy monologues of yearning for 
spring, for the blossoming of the cherry orchard, and 
recalled how during a great frost many years before the 
Czarina ordered her portable organ to be wheeled in the 
middle of the frozen Neva, where she played Bach 
preludes in the gathering dusk. [...] I was drawn to a 
fantasy -Europe - it did not matter that it was nominally 
Imperial Russia - in which people could display á n 
emotional intensity I could not permit myself in my 
brittle, parodic 'real' Iife. I was in fact, though I would 
have been shocked if anyone had suggested it to me, 
establishing some tentative, hypothetical and entirely 
provisional bonds with those people who lamented the old 
life under the clear skies of Charlotte Pass, Perisher and 
Thredbo, their voices throbbing with emotion as they 
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recalled the pleasures and experiences of a dead world. 
(178) 
When Riemer believed himself most removed from his parents' 
immigrant microcosm of Austro- Hungary - experimenting with 
literary styles as a member of a lively student culture at Sydney 
university - he was, he now realizes, most profoundly affected by 
its particular longings and fascinations. The setting of his 
"fantasia" was "nominally Imperial Russia ". The point of the 
comparison is that like his parents' pro -Kakanian bourgeoisie in 
Budapest, Chekhov's Russian gentry experience nostalgic regret 
for the waning of the Russian empire. But his choice of Russia may 
not have been as arbitrary as that suggests. Russian norms of 
communication are in many ways closer than English ones to the 
Austro- Hungarian speech of his parents, which incorporates Slavic 
cultural influences (cf. Michael Clyne 1995:34 -38, and Ulrich 
Ammon 1995:154). The Polish expressive norms to which Eva 
Hoffman refers (see above) are very close to the Hungarian ones 
that Riemer ridicules. The Russian fantasia may also have offered 
an oblique means of reconnecting with his Jewish heritage. He 
writes of Georges Perec, the French writer of Eastern European 
Jewish parents: "Like me, he was a remnant of the polyglot 
Habsburg world, though his forebears had lived a thousand 
kilometres or so to the east of mine, on the borders of Poland and 
Russia" (179). 
Riemer brings out various implications of assimilation in his own 
life: the pretence that he had no past; "embarrassment" at his 
parents as an adolescent, and "acute embarrassment" at his 
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physical appearance (151); his "mimicry" of Anglo- Australian 
culture; ironic detachment from and hence special freedom in, his 
second language. But it is harder for him to write about 
embarrassment because he continues both to experience it and to 
believe that the things he finds embarrassing among Hungarian - 
speakers (such as "gesticulating ") are intrinsically so, that they 
betray a lack of civilization. It is perhaps for this reason that 
immigrant irony and mimicry come to the fore in his account of 
the self he "fashioned" in English (cf. pp.176 -182). 
Eva Hoffman emigrated in 1959 from the mediaeval city of 
Cracow, formerly the Polish capital and a major cultural centre, to 
the relatively new, industrial, "culturally very raw" city of 
Vancouver (her phrase cited in Zournazi 1998:19). The "culture 
shock" of this contrast is very close to Andrew Riemer's, in 
migrating from another European centre of aesthetic culture, 
Budapest, to Sydney in 1947, also an "outpost town" from a 
European historical perspective. The many connections between 
Hoffman and Riemer's experience and their understanding of it 
prompt one to ask how it is that their outlooks on biculturalism 
ultimately diverge so radically. Why did Hoffman as a young girl 
confronted by social conformity in Vancouver begin to rail against 
it in its official language, broadcasting a scathing commentary on 
Canadian society on radio at the age of fourteen, whereas Riemer 
buried his critical responses under an assumed identity? Why, 
when Hoffman also underwent years of "having to pretend" both 
at school and university yet finally broke with pretence in a 
pivotal phase of "immigrant rage ", did Riemer's years of 
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"mimicry" become so deeply implanted, apparently solidifying 
into his everyday self as a mature adult? 
At least part of the answer lies with temperament; Stanislaw 
Bararíczak (1990:224) encapsulates Hoffman's: "as an artistically 
inclined child and teenager [...] she represented the type of 
personality that combines rich inner resources with a strong urge 
to communicate them to others ". Riemer's seems far more 
guarded; reviewing Sandstone Gothic, critic Barry Oakley (1998: 
14) notes, " Riemer writes like a poker player, concealing as well 
as revealing. E...] Despite the 'confessions' of the subtitle, what we 
get is a dance of the two veils rather than seven ". Their differing 
degrees of openness, however, imply an imagined interlocutor 
whom each projects, who must be partly derived from the 
communities they contingently experienced. Of vital relevance to 
the differences between them is the comparative security of 
Hoffman's sense of self as a young child, both cradled and 
strengthened by parents who had survived horrors and were able 
to protect her from them, as against Riemer's passage through 
closely related horrors with his parents before he was ten. 
America with Subtitles (1995) offers a glimpse of his "near - 
catatonic" (82) state as an eight- year -old during the 
bombardment of Budapest, when his mother suffered a 
breakdown and temporarily became alcoholic, and his father's 
whereabouts were unknown, suspected to be a concentration 
camp. There were considerable differences between the English - 
language education system each was placed in, Riemer over ten 
years before and at an earlier age. He started school in Australia 
at eleven, having had no schooling previously due to the 
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disruption of ordinary life by war in Hungary (cf. Inside Outside 
67). Hoffman went to an Anglophone school at thirteen, after five 
years of school in Poland, during which her musical and writing 
talents had been recognized and made to blossom. In Canada circa 
1960, she struck an independent- minded teacher who encouraged 
her unorthodox stance, as well as a radio program which invited 
her comment; in Australia circa 1950, Riemer had no clear local 
audience for his impressions as an outsider, having to contend 
with an insular environment which enforced conformity through 
its lack of experience of otherness. This is not to suggest that 
there were no dissenting voices, only that by Riemer's account, he 
did not encounter any at school, or none which drew out his angle. 
He makes the point, with a touch of rueful reproach, that the 
students he became friends with at university had "hidden their 
lights under bushels" (145) at school, pretending, like him, to be 
"infatuat[ed] with a philistine way of life" (157) - only that he had 
"never kindled" his light in the first place. In his teenage years, 
his dislike of things around him had no outlet and so redoubled 
on itself, becoming a source of hidden bitterness; what he did put 
into words, held less of himself. He was more of a mimic than 
Hoffman in part because he had fewer opportunities to break 
through his disguise, to modify it with protest. Again, at 
university in America in Hoffman's time there was more occasion 
for debate than in Australia in Riemer's. By the late 1960s, 
Hoffman writes, "the counterculture had hit the campus "; 
ironically, her questioning was directed this time less at the 
"culture" her friends critiqued, than at the form their critique 
took, since to her mind it was all too similar to its object15. Riemer 
15 That she got away with her sharp comments was partly a 
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studied ten years earlier in an atmosphere that he recalls with 
affection because its safe Bohemianism (for which society, he 
suggests whimsically, seemed to have obligingly provided) 
allowed not a critical awakening of his buried self but the growth 
of a sense of belonging for his assimilated self: greater freedom 
and depth within its bounds. This rise in recognition by others 
was too important and too rare for him to have wanted to 
jeopardize it with the kind of radical critique Hoffman applied to 
her university peers. 
Having cause for terrible ambivalence towards his pre -migration 
identity, Riemer would not have had as strong a will as Hoffman 
to assert it against prevailing norms. More was at stake for him 
than for her in a refusal to conform: it meant being thrown back 
on a sense of self which had been subjected to a policy of mass 
hatred. With the "imperative [...] to disown" strengthened by 
assimilationist attitudes in his second country, it is no wonder 
that his former self was forced to go underground. He had little 
choice but to become a mimic - at least, provisionally. Ultimately, 
however, the notion of mimicry credits his Australian sense of 
self with less "cultural loyalty" in Sapir's sense, than the narration 
of his memoirs actually displays. 
While Inside Outside registers longing for some aspects of a 
childhood experienced in a different language, Riemer continually 
function of the general atmosphere of radicalism and uncertainty, 
but it also manifested unusual courage of conviction, given that 
her peers' revolt, too, carried the weight of a forming social 
convention. 
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reveals his allegiance to certain cultural values and assumptions 
broadly definable as Anglo- Australian. The second part of this 
chapter addresses the central role of embarrassment, as a concept 
bound up with significant cultural values, in The Habsburg Café 
(1993). The importance of "embarrassment" as an emotion 
demonstrates that Riemer's relationship to English is more than 
"merely cerebral" (178). 
2. The Habsburg Café 
"These people, despite the ties of blood and sentiment, are strangers to me" 
(119) 
A key passage of cross -cultural narration in The Habsburg Café is a 
section devoted to Riemer's first meeting with the sole surviving 
member of his immediate family since leaving Hungary in 1946. 
This relative, apparently the same little girl who appears with a 
three year -old Andrew Riemer in a photograph in Inside Outside 
(captioned, "sharing a tub with a cousin "), emerges in The Habsburg 
Café as one of the closest figures in his life before emigration. As 
Riemer explains, his cousin, now a middle -aged woman living with 
her husband in Budapest, once formed with himself the youngest 
generation in their sib, since they were only children whose aunts 
and uncles were childless (cf. p. 112). Only a few years older than 
Riemer himself, although strictly a first cousin of his mother's, she is 
described as having been "almost a daughter" to Riemer's mother; 
the two children were "treated almost like brother and sister" (112). 
We are told that she "spent many months at a time, living with us" 
(112). After the Riemers settled in Australia in 1947, they tried 
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unsuccessfully to persuade the seventeen -year old cousin to 
emigrate there as well. Her mother was then ill with cancer; her 
father had perished in the Holocaust. When Andrew Riemer met her 
in Budapest in 1991, he had not seen her since the war. Contact with 
her since then had been minimal. It was revived with the lifting of 
the Iron Curtain. 
The section describing their meeting bears the faintly sardonic title 
"Family Reunion ", which, as one reads about their original 
relationship, appears oddly unsympathetic. In its context, however, 
the tone of the section is not exceptional. The title is characteristic of 
The Habsburg Café's deliberately hackneyed chapter -headings, 
which include "The Eternal Story ", "City of Dreams ", "Return of the 
Native" and "Remembrance of Things Past ". The effect 
epithets is often both mocking and auto -ironic: with the 
Riemer parodies Hardy and Proust and at the same time 
memoir as a minor work parasitically revisiting the themes 
of these 
last two 
casts his 
of major 
ones. "Return of the Native" is a particularly satirical heading for the 
event of Riemer's first return -trip as an adult to Budapest. Its style 
is very different from the title of a comparable memoir by another 
Australian author, Arnold Zable's Jewels and Ashes (1991), which 
movingly recounts the author's journey for the first time to 
Bialystok, the Polish town in which his Jewish parents lived before 
what "communal elders called the Annihilation" (23). 
Indirectly, Riemer offers a reason for the tone of these headings. He 
explains that the "Habsburg world" of his childhood, which has been 
irrevocably "compromised by [...] brutality ", "must be approached 
with the armour of irony fully in place" - despite its "irresistible 
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allure" (19). Of Hungary specifically, he writes that his "antipathy 
towards it far outweighs any residual fondness for a half- forgotten 
country" (7). In titles to sections recounting his travels through 
Austria and Hungary as a deeply ambivalent tourist - a former 
fugitive from the terror that so recently consumed those countries - 
a pervasive irony is, then, to be expected. The heading "Family 
Reunion ", however, carries the same tone over to the subject of his 
meeting with his closest living relative after the death of his parents, 
together with whom he now forms the remnant of a Jewish family 
destroyed by Nazi persecution. The presence of an "armour of irony" 
in this section would seem to imply that not only the countries of the 
perpetrating powers but also a fellow victim who stayed behind has 
become "compromised" for the narrator. 
Whether or not deliberately, the irony with which Riemer frames 
this section may speak of several connected forms of ambivalence. 
His stated ambivalent feelings towards modern Hungary are perhaps 
accompanied by other, less explicit ones in relation to his Jewish ties, 
as represented by his cousin. Such a reading would accord with 
Evelyn Juers's (1995- 1996:11) comments on the elliptical, 
apparently reluctant treatment of the author's ethnic background in 
Inside Outside which she sees as "clearly" revealing a "personal 
ambivalence [...] towards his own Jewish heritage ". In Inside Outside, 
Riemer writes of his parents' families: "They were neither Magyar 
nor Slav, neither Galician nor Ruthenian ". This is a strikingly oblique 
way of indicating that they were Jewish. There are many 
documented cases of child survivors of the Holocaust who attempt to 
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suppress their Jewish identity16. Perhaps Riemer shares some of 
their deep- rooted resistance to being identified as Jewish. Within the 
scope of this chapter, however, which considers Riemer's memoirs as 
the testimony of a language migrant, my emphasis will be on a 
different, supplementary way of accounting for the narration of 
"Family Reunion ": as the aftermath of translating a life from 
Hungarian into (Australian) English. 
Riemer anticipates a critical reaction to the irony of "Family 
Reunion ": 
A family reunion, after a long separation, should be an 
occasion for rejoicing, for the deepest emotional satisfaction. 
That, at least, is the lesson of literature. Experience, as is 
often the case, gives the lie to such dreams. (112) 
This strikes a rather defensive note: only someone taken in by 
literature would imagine that authentic communication can occur 
between individuals with as much to separate them as Riemer and 
his cousin have. He deflects in advance any expectation that their 
meeting have more import than it receives here. 
The next sentence, which spells out the disillusioning "experience ", 
could serve as a motto for Riemer's approach to his Hungarian 
cultural past throughout his memoirs: "Finding my one remaining 
16 See for example Rosamund Dalzíell (1999:174 -232) on the role 
of an internalization of "shame" by families that survived the 
Holocaust, as attested in autobiographies by Australian Jewish 
writers, including Andrew Riemer. 
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Hungarian relative, a person to whom I was very close in the early 
years of my life, produces awkwardness, even embarrassment ". As 
narrator at least, he assumes that his cousin fully shares his unease: 
"And we come to realise, after the first few minutes in which we 
catch up on forty -five years of family history - births, marriages and 
deaths - that there is little left to say ". The assumption that it is 
"we ", the two of them, who arrive at this embarrassing realization, 
proves to be critical in the short narrative that follows. The idea that 
their actual meeting "produces awkwardness" suggests that there 
was no "awkwardness" to begin with, only expectant warmth, in the 
event sadly naïve. 
Riemer continues: 
We have grown apart, separated by time, distance and 
language: my Hungarian is a blunt, outmoded instrument; 
my cousin's command of English is, to say the least, limited. 
Across that gulf we must try to establish again a relationship 
that in the normal course of events would require decades to 
reach maturity. (112) 
To the list of things separating Riemer from his Hungarian Jewish 
cousin one could add 'culture'. When he mentions language he refers 
to the level of linguistic competence ( "command ") on both sides, 
rather than to cultural dimensions of Hungarian and English. The 
absence of an explicit reference to culture is characteristic of his 
presentation of the meeting. Yet his rueful image of his own 
Hungarian as a "blunt, outmoded instrument" is suggestive of a 
number of things, not expanded on here, that are directly relevant to 
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cultural self- translation: his reduced vocabulary, which forces him to 
"limit" himself to the things that can be said "blunt[ly] ", thus 
presenting a "blunt[ed]" self; conversely, his mastery of nuance in 
English; the time -warp in which the pre -war Hungarian he spoke as 
a child has been caught, making it dated ( "outmoded ") in relation 
both to contemporary Hungarian and to himself as an adult. The last 
theme, and specifically both senses of "outmoded ", are in fact dealt 
with elsewhere in The Habsburg Café. The process of self- translation 
that Riemer explores in Inside Outside must have contributed to the 
"gulf" between himself and his cousin as much as the fact that they 
have not seen one another since they were children. 
Riemer also comments on his "outmoded" Hungarian at the beginning 
of The Habsburg Café. His initial remarks are relevant in two ways to 
"Family Reunion ". They express the opposite of the linguistic 
handicap evoked when he compares his Hungarian with his cousin's 
English; and they are part of an admission to embarrassment that 
throws strong light on his "awkwardness" with his cousin. In the 
opening chapter, Riemer writes that his residual semi -fluency in 
Hungarian was a source of anxiety to him, as he planned his trip to 
Budapest in 1991: 
Even though I speak a version of Hungarian that was in 
currency half a century ago, and even though my command 
of its idioms and vocabulary is restricted to the horizons of a 
child, it is a language I speak with some fluency at a 
commonplace and everyday level. Will that competence be 
sufficient warrant for Hungarians to claim me as their own? 
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In that resides perhaps the deepest of my fears and 
misgivings. 
I do not want to be claimed by Hungary. (7) 
Here, instead of presenting an obstacle to deeper communication, 
Riemer's knowledge of Hungarian threatens to expose his incognito 
and invite unwelcome questions. It will put him in the ambiguous 
category of a recognizable non -foreigner. This category, he gives to 
understand, would be disturbingly familiar from the other side of 
the same coin: his family's persecution as non -Aryans and non - 
Magyars when they had previously passed for Austro- Hungarian 
citizens. As a Jewish family in Budapest in the 1940s they were 
emphatically not claimed by Hungarians "as their own ". 
His admission of this vulnerability foreshadows the embarrassment 
that he remembers feeling - and claims his cousin also felt - in 
"Family Reunion ". From the height of the aeroplane flying towards 
Budapest in 1991, the author's narrated self reflects: "My greatest 
fear is that down there, in Hungary, my identity will be tested in an 
unwelcome and possibly embarrassing way" (6, my italics). In its 
context this painful presentiment relates immediately to the 
"misgivings" Riemer expresses about visiting the country that once 
collaborated with his family's oppressors ( "I do not want to be 
claimed by Hungary "). However, the meeting "down there in 
Hungary" with a Hungarian national who is at the same time a 
member of his own family, must also present the prospect of an 
"unwelcome and [...] embarrassing" testing of identity, since he 
cannot conceal his Hungarian origins from her. As with the "armour 
of irony" he uses to write about his tour of Hungary and his visit to 
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his cousin alike, a central element in such a testing could be an 
underlying attitude towards his Jewish identity, that links or even 
identifies it with what he wants to forget. But something else is 
involved as well: a sense of the situation as requiring that he revert 
to a distant and largely disavowed non -Australian self, and a 
particular, acquired cultural outlook wary of the spontaneous 
expression of emotions - both concerns touched off by having to 
speak Hungarian instead of English. 
To return to "Family Reunion ". In the opening lines, Riemer 
emphasizes the contingency of his relationship with his cousin. His 
reference to "the normal course of events" in which it would have 
"reached maturity" implies its actual violent disruption by war and 
geographical displacement. He conveys effectively how little is now 
left, for him, of their early closeness: "A bond developed between 
the two of us of which only a few scattered images remain ". One of 
the "most eloquent" of these images, which "resides in that 
penumbra of memory where fantasy and experience intersect" 
(113), leads the passage into the remote feel of the cousins' shared 
childhood. We are told that this fragile image materialized 
unexpectedly in the Budapest apartment as a photograph: 
My cousin [...] provides me with proof that this haunting 
memory isn't merely a product of fantasy or nostalgia. [...] 
[S]he produces a photograph taken when I was about three 
years old showing the two of us, on a clay of blinding 
summer light, splashing about in a wooden laundry tub 
filled with water. The memory of that scene swells in my 
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imagination: I can smell the heat of that long distant day, 
and the odour of freshly mown grass. (113) 
The photograph sounds very like the one included in Inside Outside 
with the brief caption: "A golden summer in our 'villa', sharing a tub 
with a cousin ". While the simple description of the photographic 
image is more touching perhaps than the "swell[ing]" memory of 
smells, the lines somehow lack the sense of more fully personal 
writing present in, say, Eva Hoffman's remembrance of her Polish 
childhood, or Richard Rodriguez's potent auditory images of his pre- 
school years. Until Riemer's memory has been, in his terms, 
authenticated by the photograph, the passage suspects it to be "mere 
[...] fantasy and nostalgia ". Poised between this suspicion of 
"nostalgia" and the following, equally sceptical paragraph (to be 
discussed in a moment), a directly evoking phrase like "I can smell 
the heat of that long distant day" sounds as if it were in guarded 
brackets. It is necessary to be mindful here of Riemer's powerful 
statement about his early memories of Hungary. Their source, he 
says, has been "irreversibly poisoned, like those tracts of land where 
radioactive material was buried long ago" (7). An element of 
disengagement in his representation of such a memory could well be 
an effect of this far -reaching poisoning. But the passage itself clearly 
means to move us, while there is, at the same time, an air of 
something very like embarrassment about it. 
Although the memory evoked by the photograph "provides a deeply 
satisfying moment ", the moment does not last: "Otherwise we are 
both somewhat stiff, even perhaps formal, a barrier separates us as 
much as it separates me from her husband whom I had not met 
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until now" (113). What follows does not really accommodate a sense 
of the strangeness of a complete divorce between Riemer's reclaimed 
memory and actual contact with his cousin: 
Three middle -aged people sitting in a [...] room on the top 
floor of a dreary, barracks -like block of flats built during the 
socialist fifties, play out the elaborate pretence that they are 
not strangers, that their lives are still somehow connected by 
intimate ties. Such a pretence cannot be sustained for long. 
Soon awkward silences and gaps in the conversation begin to 
appear. My cousin, sensing that something is required of her, 
but not knowing what to do, sighs and says, crossing her 
arms behind her head, 'Well, well, life's strange isn't it'?' - 
and then goes into her tiny kitchen to do something about 
dinner. 
Over that evening meal [...] the fiction that we are 
somehow close, intimately connected is gradually abandoned. 
We realise that we are strangers, acquaintances at best. (113) 
Again, there is a defensive note in Riemer's repeated dismissal of the 
idea that these lives "are still somehow connected by intimate ties" 
(four times in fourteen lines). He portrays himself and his cousin 
trying misguidedly, but with the best intentions, to proceed as if 
they were on close terms; their attempt became increasingly 
strained and eventually broke down to general embarrassment 
( "such a pretence cannot be sustained for long "). 
He takes the "silences" that keep falling to be "awkward" for his 
cousin as well as for himself, increasing her feeling of uncertainty 
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about "what to do ". The "three middle -aged people" collected (as if 
randomly, or only because of their similar ages) in the untoward 
setting of the "dreary" apartment are said to "play out" together the 
"elaborate pretence" of not being strangers. That "fiction" is, in the 
text's impersonal constructions, at first "sustained" and then 
"gradually" "abandoned" on all sides; ironically, there is almost a 
kind of solidarity in this. Yet there is a possibility, not considered 
here by Riemer, that the "gaps" he recalls in the conversation did not 
have the same significance for his cousin and her husband as they 
did for him. 
The perception of silence varies widely between cultures. In 
Shortcuts to Poland (1997), Laura Klos Sokol, an American living in 
Poland, contrasts Polish and Anglo- American attitudes to silence as 
she has experienced them. Sokol admits that in company, she 
generally feels the need to fill in gaps in conversation with "babble "; 
pauses are inherently "awkward" for her. She describes how a Polish 
friend tried to put her at ease once by telling her she need not talk 
so much (cf. p. 62). Discomfort with silence between conversation 
partners is also a feature of (at least middle- class) contemporary 
Australian culture. In Inside Outside, Riemer's father is remembered 
as speaking English "in a carefully measured way, with frequent 
pauses that were often the cause of some embarrassment" (116). If 
Riemer was right to interpret his Hungarian cousin's manner as 
uneasy, her unease may not have been due to these lapses in their 
talk. It may have been connected with expectations about his 
behaviour which were not fulfilled. 
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This is not to claim that Riemer was alone in sensing a "barrier" 
between himself and his cousin. (Nor, incidentally, is it to imply that 
the text offers unmediated access to either his or her feelings at the 
time; but responding to this text at all as autobiography entails some 
speculation.) Her "sigh[ing]" and retreat to the kitchen as he reports 
them certainly suggest a feeling akin to his own. As an outsider to 
this event (a total "stranger "), a reader is not in the best position to 
dispute what the autobiographer claims was a reciprocal feeling. 
What is questionable, however, for reasons developed below, is 
Riemer's unhesitating way of using terms like "formal ", "awkward" 
(113) and "embarrassment" (112) as if they answered self- evidently 
to his Hungarian relatives' perception of the situation. His 
observation that he and his cousin are "both somewhat stiff, even [...] 
formal" with one another presupposes a norm of "formality" common 
to both cultures. That assumption seems doubtful in the light of his 
own analysis in Inside Outside of the "contrary demands made on 
[his] social behaviour" as a bilingual migrant child, by Central 
European and Australian cultural norms. There he draws a contrast 
precisely between Hungarian "formal or respectful use of third- 
person forms" (my italics) and the informal, "impersonal 'you' 
employed in all relationships" in Australia (86 -8). 
L.] 
Riemer's ready attribution of a feeling of "embarrassment" (112) to 
his relatives is particularly problematic. A number of sources 
(outside his memoirs) support an account of "embarrassment" as an 
emotion -word specific to English, and to modern English at that. In 
Keats and Embarrassment (1974), Christopher Ricks traces its 
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earliest uses in the contemporary sense to the end of the eighteenth 
centuryT7: 
The word 'embarrassment' in our modern sense 
'constrained feeling or manner arising from bashfulness or 
timidity' - found itself called for at the end of the eighteenth 
century (the O.E.D. gives 1774, Burke). [...] By the end of the 
nineteenth century it had become an ordinary handle to 
take hold of the bundle, as when Henry James entitles a 
volume of stories Embarrassments (1896). [...] The point is 
not, of course, that nobody previously blushed, but that 
blushing and embarrassment came to be thought of [in the 
nineteenth century] as crucial to a great many social and 
moral matters. (3 -4) 
The concept of "embarrassment" in contemporary English picks out a 
feeling or a complex of feelings which are arguably particularly 
salient in English- speaking cultures. In his essay "Embarrassment 
and Social Organization" (1967), a penetrating study of 
embarrassment as both social and subjective phenomenon, Erving 
Goffman observes: "[I]n our Anglo- American society, at least, there 
seems to be no social encounter which cannot become embarrassing 
to one or more of its participants" (99). Ricks contrasts English 
"embarrassability" with French "unembarrassability" - describing 
the Iatter humorously as a "dangerous" quality from an English point 
17 Before the 1770s, "embarrassed" meant only "hindered" or 
"encumbered "; the O.E.D. cites the following sentence from a text 
of 1727: "Its [a river's] Passage inward is...embarrassed with 
Rocks ". 
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of view - and points out that the French embarras and rougir are by 
no means synonyms for "embarrassment" and "blush ". Peter Stearns 
(1994) speaks of a gradual eclipse of both shame and guilt as key 
emotion -concepts by embarrassment in twentieth century American 
culture: 
Both guilt and shame were involved in the new reliance on 
embarrassment, but in typically muted fashion. 
Embarrassment was less profoundly internalized than guilt in 
that it required outside stimulus and was not intended to cut 
too deep. At the same time it was less public and more subtle 
than shame, involving individual recognition of childishness, 
not overt derision. [...] Evisceration of intensity, not 
passionate judgment either by self or others, was now the 
goal. (147) 
Stearns highlights the newness to Anglo- American culture of the 
value implied by "embarrassment ", with its emphasis on "avoid[ing] 
excess" and "intensity" which had been absent from both shame and 
guilt. Finally, the word "embarrassment" does not have an identical 
counterpart in Hungarian. The dictionary -equivalent, zavar, is not a 
frequently used term (Claudia Pereira, personal communication). 
Strictly speaking, the adjective zavart means disturbed or 
perturbed18. The Hungarian- English Thesaurus of Slang (1989) 
offers szégyen as well as zavar as a gloss on "embarrassment ", but 
szégyen is usually glossed in English as "shame" and does not appear 
in dictionaries under "embarrassment ". 
18 Cf. László Országh's Hungarian- English Dictionary (1998). 
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Riemer claims that he only "gradually" came to feel discomfort at the 
ambiguity of his relationship with his cousin, nominally "intimate" 
but actually distant. Although this causal sequence is belied by the 
misgivings and reluctance he admits to feeling already on the way to 
Hungary, it makes sense that his "awkwardness" should have 
intensified the more he felt that it was obvious to his conversation 
partners. That perception seems to be inseparable from the meaning 
of the concept, "embarrassment ". In Erving Goffman's definition, the 
felt gaze of others is essential to embarrassment: "Whatever else, 
embarrassment has to do with the figure the individual cuts before 
others felt to be there at the time" (98). In their essay "American 
cultural models of embarrassment" (1995) anthropologists Dorothy 
Holland and Andrew Kipnis conclude from the stories their 
informants tell them that "[1]ike exposure, embarrassment cannot 
occur without an audience" (187). Stearns notes that "new 
sensitivities to peers [...] were essential to the successful operation of 
embarrassment" since it "assumed an audience" (1994:147). Riemer's 
sense that his relatives could see his embarrassment just as he could 
see theirs, may itself involve misconstrual. If the emotion -concept of 
"embarrassment" is specific to contemporary English- speaking 
cultures it becomes feasible that his relatives were at a loss to 
interpret why he was behaving as (they thought) he was. They 
would not necessarily even have registered his manner in terms of 
the Hungarian concept zavar, which implies a momentary inner 
disturbance rather than a state (Claudia Pereira, personal 
communication). 
The continuation of "Family Reunion" appears to confirm that 
Riemer's embarrassment was a solitary experience. It reinforces the 
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impression that, in the course of writing the memoir at least, he has 
projected onto his relatives his own culturally shaped sense of their 
interaction. He describes how his efforts at eliciting details of his 
cousin's life under the Communist régime are "greeted with reserve ". 
It later emerges that she may have been a Party member herself, 
which would explain her wariness with this visitor from outside the 
Soviet bloc19. But when asked about the current, post -Communist 
situation in Hungary, she and her husband start to speak more 
openly: "Both of my relatives grow more animated as they continue 
telling me about the problems and confusions of this society" (117). 
At first they speak of economic hardships imposed by the new 
government. Then other anxieties surface: 
My cousin suddenly becomes very agitated, her eyes are 
flashing with fire - I recognise in her those mysterious 
characteristics that are carried through a family's genes [...]. 
Why did they stay in this godforsaken place? she asks the 
walls [...] Why, oh why didn't they get out in '56 [...]? But no, 
they stayed, stayed here in this terrible corrupt world, [...] a 
world with a curse on it. 
Her husband, the more ironic and phlegmatic of the two, 
tríes to dampen her frenzy. [...] [H]e says [...] [they] [m]ight as 
19 This could have been her first, at least unofficial, encounter 
with a foreigner, given the Communist state's restriction on travel 
outside the Soviet Bloc. In Hungary: Politics, Economics, Society 
(1986), a book published before the fall of Communism, Hans - 
Georg Heinrich writes: "Hungary is still a relatively closed society ". 
Forty -five per cent of respondents to a survey he quotes had 
never been abroad. Thirty per cent had been to socialist countries 
and only seven per cent to Western countries. "Only 1 per cent 
are familiar with both Eastern and Western systems" (138). 
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well make the best of things; after all they're a damn sight 
better off than many others - and he begins to reel off a Iist 
of names, a disaster attached to each, in order to calm my 
cousin whose emotions seem to be in danger of getting out of 
hand. 
There is, however, no stopping her. This is a family 
characteristic I recognise only too well. It does nothing, 
though, to diminish my embarrassment. These people, 
despite the ties of blood and sentiment, are strangers to me; 
I do not know how to respond to this dangerous heightening 
of the emotional temperature. I look away as she continues 
her tirade of lamentation - now concerned with her fears for 
her daughter and granddaughters [...whereupon he sees 
books by Marx, Engels and Lenin on the shelf and realizes 
that she and her husband] had been attracted to the now 
discredited ideals of communism. (118 -119) 
Riemer's sketch of the husband's intervention in the conversation 
presents him as someone with whom he himself can identify and 
whose behaviour he can readily understand. Riemer would clearly 
be sympathetic to an attempt to "dampen" what he sees as his 
cousin's "frenzy ". Although the prospect of her "emotions [...] getting 
out of hand" disturbs him, he presents it as familiar, a "family 
characteristic" that he "recognise[s] only too well" - presumably from 
his mother, whom he describes in America with Subtitles (1995) as 
"the more nervous and volatile of my parents ", and recalls "sobb[ing] 
hysterically" on the flight to America and "lament[ing] ", "if only we 
had stayed behind" (117). But in the next part of the passage there 
is an alarmed retreat from "these people ", in which he acknowledges 
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their complete foreignness to him. Until this point, Riemer as 
narrator has assumed that his cousin and her husband were 
experiencing the meeting just as he was ( "we realise that we are 
strangers... "). But his admission, "I do not know how to respond to 
this dangerous heightening of the emotional temperature" (my 
italics), signals an instinctive suspicion even at the time that "these 
people" did not share precisely his concept and value of 
"embarrassment "; that they were, on the contrary, "dangerously" 
"unembarrassable ", as Christopher Ricks claims "the French" have 
been in British estimation. 
There is a further dimension to the incongruity of feeling 
embarrassment in front of people who do not recognize it. As an 
embarrassed person, Riemer would have been occupied with the 
figure he was cutting, in Goffman's phrase, before specific "others 
felt to be there at the time ". These others, if not the individuals 
actually present, could only have been the mental audience that he 
brought with him: his own (middle -class) Anglo- Australian 
community. The text, I have suggested, registers embarrassment in 
relation to its readers, anticipating reactions both to the meeting's 
failure to 're- unite' Riemer with his only surviving relative, and to 
his cousin's 'foreign', uncontrolled behaviour. Embarrassment 
appears to have played a role not only in the original incident but 
also in its mediation in the memoir. Both the visit itself and the 
occasion of describing it draw Riemer into an unaccustomed 
translating between two languages and two senses of self. The 
Anglo- Australian self surrounded and brought into relief by the 
Hungarian culture concentrated in his cousin's living room is 
threatened by the sense of self arising from a shared childhood with 
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his cousin. That distant Hungarian self, in turn, makes a much 
weaker claim on the English - speaking author on home ground in the 
memoir, who has to explain his connection with his un- Australian 
cousin. 
Despite the regret Riemer expresses at what he portrays as a 
growing awareness of being "strangers" ( "at best, acquaintances "), a 
different response is suggested by his reaction to what he takes to 
be his cousin's "self- dramatising" "outburst ". He finds it, too, 
"embarrassing and painful" (120), and this embarrassment comes 
across as far more intense than the awkwardness over gaps in 
conversation: 
The theme of her nervous, edgy monologue is [...] clear 
enough: the country is screaming to the right. All sorts of 
nastier are coming out of the woodwork, war criminals, 
former Nazis [...]. Being a highly emotional person, she is 
almost shaking with distress; tears well up in her eyes as she 
tells me that her one hope is that her daughter's family, who 
are about to spend nine months in London [...] will stay in 
the west [...]. This world, she says, sweeping her arms around 
the [...] living room, will always be a world of hatred and 
brutality - and now someplace or other the gas chambers 
and ovens are probably ready, waiting for the first cattle - 
trucks .. . 
The scene - for this family reunion has assumed the 
proportions of a scene - is embarrassing and painful. I t 
would be only too easy to accuse my cousin of neurosis, of 
that emotional imbalance characteristic of our kind of people 
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and also (at least according to popular belief) of women of 
her age. She has gone, as they say, completely over the top, 
totally out of control. Her husband looks at her with a 
mixture of pity and irritation; he has probably witnessed 
many such outbursts in the past. Yet underneath the excess, 
the self- dramatising, I recognise many years of bitter 
experience. Her outburst is not merely the displaced fear of 
a neurotic; she is haunted by phantoms [...1 of a particularly 
insistent kind. (119 -120, my italics) 
Riemer's discomfort at being in the presence of someone who is 
crying is clearly compounded by his sense that his cousin is a 
"stranger ". "Being a highly emotional person,..." is his parenthetical 
explanation of her behaviour to Australian readers, to whom he 
evidently thinks she will appear bizarre. The word "self - 
dramatising" signifies that his cousin is indulging herself, behaving 
immaturely when she could restrain herself. It implies an insight 
into her motives which does not sit well with his admission that 
"these people, despite the ties of blood and sentiment, are strangers 
to me" (119). It is telling that for Riemer his cousin's expression of 
distress is "excess[ivel" because she has reached a point where she is 
"almost shaking" (my italics) - she has gone overboard before she 
has actually done anything. Like the deprecating terms "highly 
emotional" and "scene ", this detail reveals much about how middle - 
class, Anglo- Australian culture tends to restrict verbal and gestural 
expression of painful feelings. Riemer implies that his cousin is in 
the grip of a paranoia that amounts to a syndrome of Jewish 
Holocaust survivors - this is the burden of his obscure comment: 
"that emotional imbalance characteristic of our kind of people" (my 
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italics). He attributes a mixture of "pity and irritation" to her 
husband. But, as with the husband's presumed "phlegmatic" quality, 
these are in fact the feelings animating his own narrative. In 
America with Subtitles, he himself refers to the "pity (often mixed 
with irritation) I have always felt when thinking about the 
confusions and disappointments of my parents' lives" (331, my 
italics). There is a strong note of exasperation in his expressions 
"over the top ", "out of control" and "outburst ", while the final 
sentences plead his cousin's wartime experiences as 
circumstances for her undignified, confronting behaviour, 
extenuating 
as if only 
personal trauma could excuse it. (Yet he also characteristically 
understates that trauma - which is his own, as well - by referring to 
it as "bitter experience" and "phantoms of a particularly insistent 
kind ".) This passage explicitly recounts an experience of 
embarrassment but it also indirectly evinces embarrassment in the 
telling. 
What Riemer presents as an escalation of violent feelings on his 
cousin's part is, I think, unlikely to have been perceived as that by 
his cousin or her husband. Sociologist John Kosa (1957:55 -57) gives a 
strikingly similar account of a Hungarian- Canadian migrant family's 
"outburst of emotions" which generates a "strange mixture of 
anxiety, love [and] anger" (strange for a Canadian onlooker) that 
clearly strikes its participants as entirely natural. It is instructive 
that Kosa, who is in principle sympathetic to Hungarian immigrants - 
indeed, identifies with them, being one himself - uses virtually the 
same pejorative terms as Andrew Riemer to describe these 
Hungarian immigrants' behaviour: "outburst" and "emotionalism ". 
These words imply an attitude to overt expression of feelings like 
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anguish that seems all but inevitable when discussing the display of 
emotions in English; Kosa's slightly miscalculated use of them, as a 
non -native speaker, is an index of this. American psychologist, Helen 
Merrell Lynd (1958:236), commented on the mode of perception 
embodied by the word "emotional" incisively some time ago: 
In our society "emotional" is frequently used as a derogatory 
term. Developing emotional maturity is more often conceived 
in terms of training a child in what he should not feel and in 
controlling the expression of his feelings than in extending 
the range and depth of his emotions and their expression. 
Eva Hoffman's comment about her immigrant family goes to the 
heart of the "scene" Riemer portrays between himself and his 
Central European cousin: "The storminess of emotion prevailing in 
our family is in excess of the normal here" (147). Susan Varga's 
description of encounters in Hungary on her first return -trip there 
as an adult, adds another interesting angle on "Family Reunion ": 
Is it a Hungarian characteristic, I wonder in a daze, to 
compete for the spotlight, to always have the greater 
tragedy, the most to complain of? Maybe I have been 
Iistening to only a slightly different Jewish version all these 
years ... Part of me hates this all- too -ready emotional 
laundering. Then again, part of me wallows in it. I've not 
been in Hungary a month, but the other day when I watched 
a British drama on television, with everyone repressed and 
restrained and only hinting at things, they did seem, 
compared to this lot, unbearably po- faced. (261) 
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In a disarming way, Varga claims a Hungarian part of her identity 
by pitting her Australian anti -sentimental reaction to a Hungarian 
cultural script against what she takes to be still more antithetical 
British norms. This route is not available, nor would it appeal, to 
Riemer, whose decade -older Australian educational background is 
markedly Anglophile - an allegiance he acknowledges, not 
uncritically, in Inside Outside ( "We in our Anglophile, culturally 
Protestant schools..." [159]). Whether or not one sees middle -class 
'Anglo' norms of expression as positively "repressed" - a term no less 
reductive than the negative epithet "emotional" - Varga's wry 
contrast does intuitively capture something about Riemer's 
discomfort at his cousin's "excess[ive]" "agítat[íon] ". Then again, his 
perception of the Hungarian woman as "self -dramatising" is not so 
remote from Varga's own impatience with "all- too -ready emotional 
laundering ". They are linked by some common 
face of this openly expressive behaviour. 
expectations in the 
"Family reunion" ends with a moment that approaches a 
rapprochement between Riemer and his cousin: 
As I was saying goodnight to my cousin, before walking 
down innumerable flights of stairs with her husband so that 
he could unlock the heavily secured gate, she turned to me 
and said 'You know, I was terribly lonely. You had left; your 
grandmother went to join you; my mother died ... There was 
no -one, no -one at aII.' She sighed as she pecked me on the 
cheek. And I realised that for this middle -aged woman 
whom I had last seen as a radiant girl, the great political 
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conundrums of our century were inseparable from the 
sorrows and the few triumphs of her life [...]. I [...] could feel 
no regret that I had missed out on that slice of the troubled 
history of this sad little country. (123) 
Riemer's cousin's farewell reveals an impulse to leap across the 
distance she senses between them, to try to scale the "barrier" he 
describes. She unburdens herself of her deep loneliness after her 
parents' deaths for the first time to a member of her natal family. It 
is both ironic and poignant that what Riemer "realises" on hearing 
her words is not her direct appeal to him as once "almost" her 
brother, but the representative, historical significance of her life, and 
his relief at not having been there to share its hard terms. Although 
he is evidently not without sympathy for her, adding that she has 
"liv[ed] in history much more intensely than we in [...] the antipodes" 
(123), his sense of the distance between them ultimately results in a 
preference for a still more distant footing. The more distant they are, 
the easier the contact is to manage, even if that implies an 
uncomfortable paradox given their actual close kinship. 
Other things in his cousin's demeanour can be interpreted as signs of 
wanting to restore the closeness of more than forty years before, to 
retrieve something of the relationship documented by the 
photograph which Riemer presents as an incongruous relic of that 
time. This would not be incompatible with her guardedness about 
"what type of work she did in the [...] secondary school [...] where she 
was the head of the history department ", which Riemer astutely 
surmises has to do with involvement in Hungary's now discredited 
Communist officialdom. After her openness with him at parting, her 
371 
earlier "tirade of lamentation" looks like an attempt at confiding 
some of her past unhappiness and future "fears ", not only "for her 
daughter and granddaughters" but for her husband and herself as 
well. (When her husband tells Riemer that he wants to return to 
work to contribute to their upkeep, it "provokes an outburst from 
my cousin: he certainly can't go back to work, being as ill as he is 
with asthma, and last winter he had pneumonia twice!" [116].) 
Riemer's cousin was perhaps trying to resurrect their former 
closeness by sharing her worst anxieties with him. It would be a 
rueful irony if it was actually an attempt at reviving closeness which 
her long -lost cousin received as an embarrassing "emotional" 
"outburst" and considers putting down to a post -menopausal 
nervous condition: "a neurosis characteristic [...] (at least according to 
popular belief) of women of her age "20 
Family ties beyond the nuclear household seem to carry more 
weight for Riemer's cousin than for him. Riemer feels that it would 
take "decades" for a connection like theirs to "reach maturity ", for 
the two of them to be able to speak with some openness about their 
lives. This puts him far closer to his Australian friends (and, 
needless to say, his Australian wife and children) than to his cousin 
and her husband. She, by contrast, is ready 
partly, on faith, in the family unit that she 
and her daughter's family, even though she 
to include him at least 
forms with her husband 
does not know him in 
anything like the way she knows them. In this scale of comparison, 
Riemer resembles the "members of the second generation" of a 
20 Interestingly, Peter Stearns (1994) suggests that in 
contemporary Anglo- American emotional culture, "intensity [is] 
seen as a barrier rather than a bond" (199). 
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Hungarian immigrant community described by John Kosa (1957), for 
whom the "essence of the sib system ", with its "strong links" of 
"mutual obligation" "to help one another in every way ", is "strange 
and incomprehensible ". Kosa (1957) writes of these acculturated 
Hungarian- Canadians: "they accept the family in its American form, 
as a small unit of parents and children. They do not understand how 
distant relatives can interfere with somebody's life" (20). Riemer's 
cousin's readiness to talk about her fears shows a confidence that sib 
bonds beyond the nuclear unit have survived the disruption of war. 
When Riemer says that he gleaned something of the important 
events of her life despite her "reluctance" to discuss her political 
affiliation, he might be closer to her aim than he realizes. The 
'smalltalk' appropriate for "acquaintances" in an Australian context 
is a concept his cousin is unlikely to be familiar with - part of the 
reason, perhaps, why she failed to supply it and why silences kept 
falling, to Riemer's unease21. Eva Hoffman's phrase about her Polish 
Jewish parents is apposite here: unlike American parents, they are 
not good at "cultivating discreet banter" with their adult children; 
instead, their "speech is thick with fundamentals ". Riemer's cousin 
does not treat him as one would, in either culture, treat a "stranger ". 
His resistance to her overtures - sad, given the bonds between their 
lives - is in part culturally motivated. 
These emergent differences of perception and response indicate that 
the cultures each cousin is steeped in add to the "barrier" of "time, 
distance and language" between them. Riemer's lack of sensitivity to 
this cultural dimension and his cousin's probable parallel lack of 
21 Cf. also Stanisiaw Bararíczak's poem "Smalltalk ", quoted in 
chapter five. 
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awareness constitute yet another remove. The embarrassment 
detectable in Riemer's narrative is traceable to several important 
domains of his experience. It is, inter alia, the consequence of 
writing for an Australian audience about the traumatic events of his 
childhood, against the background of having, as a refugee to 
Australia, encountered ignorance and incuriosity about what his 
family had just lived through. His uncomfortable, apologetic 
presentation of his cousin's "outburst" about contemporary fascist 
sympathisers (imagined or real) manifests a reflex that derives from 
that time. It reiterates his recoil from the "Viennese ", that is, Jewish, 
concentration camp survivor who bared her branded arm at one of 
his Sydney university lectures, as recalled in Inside Outside. 
Significantly, the reaction she provoked in him was one of 
embarrassment: "'What do you know about The Waste Land ?' she 
would screech at a roomful of embarrassed young people. 'You know 
nothink until you know zis!" (57, emphasis mine). Riemer identifies 
with his "roomful of embarrassed" Australian students to the core. 
His embarrassment over that incident is no doubt closely related to 
the psychological complex of "shame" afflicting victims of 
persecution, identified by Rosamund Dalziell (1999) and alluded to 
by Evelyn Juers (1996). He accuses his cousin too of displaying "that 
emotional imbalance characteristic of our kind of people ": an indirect 
reference to Holocaust survivors. But his embarrassment in the face 
of her expression of distress (and equally vis -à -vis the Viennese 
woman) also needs to be explained in terms of certain features of 
Anglo- Australian culture that he imbibed under the pressure of 
assimilation. It is a culture that does not readily sanction talking 
directly and openly, even en famille, about one's emotional and 
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psychological wounds. His response to both women involves 
embarrassment as well as shame. 
His cousin's way of expressing her feelings, the feelings she actually 
reveals and her expectation that he will share and respond to them 
all threaten to involve him in behaviour that would meet with 
incomprehension, disparagement or ridicule among many of his 
Australian school- contemporaries. Conformity to cultural norms 
includes conformity to certain characteristic emotional reactions, 
such as quasi - allergic reactions to behaviour that disrupts expected 
"cultural narratives" (Jerome Bruner). If Christopher Ricks has a 
point in contending that many British people find French people's 
"unembarrassability" "dangerous ", Riemer's embarrassment may be 
an instance of a more general 'Anglo' response to collision with other 
cultures. Be that as it may, the fact that he has made the concept of 
"embarrassment" his own to the degree demonstrated by his 
memoirs is itself a sign of the effectiveness of his assimilation, of 
how far he has become an Anglo- Australian in culture. Language 
and culture have become second nature, and English has engendered 
a new sense of self which his Hungarian cousin is hard put to 
recognize, let alone to engage with. 
Conclusion 
Riemer's approach to his own and others' painful experience in his 
memoirs suggests that as an immigrant teenager he assimilated 
himself in particular to a taboo in Anglo- Australian culture on 
talking openly about personal pain. Perceived breaches of that taboo, 
as by his Hungarian cousin, his parents or even implicitly himself, 
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generate an embarrassment which permeates his narration, and this 
reaction is not just idiosyncratic but, in part, a learnt, culturally 
prescribed response. But the vehemence of his embarrassment and 
the particular intonations it gives rise to are intimately bound up 
with his individual experience, and part of the unique outlook 
conveyed in his books. His non- 'Anglo' self may inhere in other 
aspects of his narrative persona: in his defence of "spiritual ", 
"emotional" and "aesthetic" values against the anti -sentimental 
thrust of his second culture; in the irony of his immigrant 
perspective, at times also reminiscent of the trait of "ironic relish of 
Iife's absurdity" (116) which he attributes to his father and sees 
"living on miraculously" in his younger son; finally, perhaps even in 
the irascible rhythms, the hot -tempered gusto with which he 
excoriates what he calls the "violent" mutual "criticism" that 
regularly erupted in his parents' sib and in Australia among 
Hungarian- speaking migrants. 
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Chapter Seven The Subtlety of "Subtitles ": Kazuo Ishiguro's 
An Artist of the Floating World 
AIthough written in an apparently seamless English, Kazuo Ishiguro's 
An Artist of the Floating World (1986) is in many ways a bilingual 
narrative, told from a singular cross -cultural perspective. Set in 
Japan in the late 1940s, the novel is narrated by an aging painter, 
Masuji Ono, who finds himself forced to re- evaluate his involvement 
as an artist in propaganda for the militarist régime of the 1930s. In 
his 1986 interview with Ishiguro (1989a), Gregory Mason notes the 
novel's "uncannily Japanese quality" (336), and asks the author how 
he succeeded in "projecting differentiated Japanese voices" (345) 
through the medium of English. Ishiguro reports trying to keep to a 
"translationese" as he wrote, for example by avoiding frequent use of 
"Western colloquialisms" (345). He also describes the characters' 
dialogues in English as being like "subtitles ". These two words - 
"translationese" and "subtitles" - hold the key to what Mason calls 
the novel's "remarkable [...] Japanese texture" (345). In the 
interview, the phenomenon of one language representing another is 
touched on briefly, as part of the novel's subtle technique. I would 
argue that the quality suggested by "translationese" and "subtitles" is 
in fact central to the whole conception of the novel, which as a 
projected world inhabits a space somewhere between English and 
Japanese languages and cultures. It is also fundamental to the 
meaning of the narrative, which turns on protagonist Ono's troubled 
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exploration of what his life's work helped to bring about, both within 
his family and in Japanese society at large. 
Kazuo Ishiguro was born in Japan, in Nagasaki, in 1954, and 
emigrated to England with his parents at the age of five. He was 
brought up speaking Japanese and kept "in touch with Japanese 
values" by his parents (Ishiguro 1989b:22). The family's stay in 
England was originally intended to be temporary, and throughout his 
childhood there was an expectation that they would return to Japan. 
He was given books in Japanese to prepare him for school. It was not 
until he was a student of English literature at Kent University in his 
early twenties, as he relates in a conversation with Japanese author 
Kenzaburo Oe, that Ishiguro realized that the country he had been 
oriented towards all along "actually existed only in [his] own 
imagination "; he could "never return" to it (Ishiguro 1990:76). He 
reveals that in writing An Artist of the Floating World he wanted to 
"preserve" "this particular idea of Japan that [he] had in [his] own 
mind ". However, the novel can also be seen to draw on his bicultural 
experience, and in that way to accomplish self -translation into 
English. 
1. The narrative principle of aimai 
The "floating world" of the novel's title refers literally to ukiyoe, a 
Japanese art genre which depicts geisha houses and taverns. Ukiyoe is 
derived from the word ukiyo which combines a Buddhist expression, 
"mournful world ", with the Chinese word fusei denoting "evanescent, 
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floating world" (Morley 1985:258). The subject of ukiyoe art, "the 
night -time world of pleasure, entertainment and drink" as Masuji Ono 
defines it (An Artist 145), was itself seen as precarious and 
ephemeral or "floating ". In his youth, Ono was the student of 
Moriyama, a (fictional) painter who founded an ukiyoe school, and in 
that sense, Ono himself aspired to be an artist of the floating world. 
But he became involved in a pro -militarist artistic movement which 
saw ukiyoe, with its homage to a "fragile beauty [that...] drifts within 
[...] pleasure houses after dark [...and] vanish[es] with the morning" 
(150), as decadent, apolitical, irrelevant to the spirit of the time. Yet 
having abandoned ukiyoe for what he considered to be more solid 
ground, at the end of his own artistic career in service to the militarist 
régime, Ono finds that his work has become discredited, indeed 
shameful. The political concerns he embraced turn out to have been 
untrustworthy, their validity transient, amounting to a "floating 
world" no less than the "pleasure house" theme. 
In his interview with Mason, Ishiguro confirms Mason's 
understanding that the "floating world" of the title identifies the 
perennial "state of flux" of a society's values, and the likelihood 
therefore that individuals will find themselves and their values 
stranded, as Ono does after the war. The title, however, also has other 
resonances. The "floating world" indicates a predicament which the 
reader shares with Ono, in his attempts to make sense of remembered 
encounters with others: there is no firm hermeneutic terrain, we step 
onto something which gives, to succeeding layers of meaning. The 
ellipses of Ono's memory contribute to this indeterminacy. In this way 
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the novel seems to draw on a narrative principle which writes large a 
classic Japanese way of speaking: aimai, defined by John David Morley 
in Pictures from the Water Trade: An Englishman in Japan (1985) as 
"the opposite of plain speaking; ambiguous, indefinite wording" (255). 
A Japanese -English dictionary' translates aimai na koto wo iu as "to 
equivocate; talk ambiguously ". Ambiguous 
functions to protect the speaker from declaring 
neutralize conflict. Linguist Rie Hasada (1997a) 
[There is a] tendency 
speech in Japanese 
him or herself, and to 
notes: 
[among] native Japanese speakers to 
avoid explicit expression 
standpoints. As Nakayama 
of their own attitudes or 
(1988: 3 -16) states, Japanese 
often utter ambiguous sentences 
in more than one way, in 
which 
order 
can be interpreted 
to avoid taking 
responsibility for what they say or to avoid the possibility 
of a direct clash with other people's opinions. (286) 
The manifold uncertainty in which we find ourselves as readers of A n 
Artist of the Floating World parallels the "indefinite wording" of aimai 
as a form of communication. The narrative principle of aimai (I will 
argue) is mediated to us through the author's ironic awareness of our 
unfamiliarity, as English- speaking readers, with this common 
Japanese mode of speech. Ishiguro thus makes a special kind of 
translator: one who partly withholds certain things from us while 
appearing to introduce us to them. 
I A Japanese- English Dictionary (Takahashi 1953). 
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The concept of aimai is particularly significant in the pivotal scene at 
the end of the novel in which Ono's elder daughter Setsuko disavows 
her role in bringing about her sister Noriko's marriage. In the novel's 
opening section Setsuko appears to persuade her deeply reluctant 
father to go about making contact with figures from his past in order 
to give the "detectives" of Noriko's suitor's family, the Saitos, the 
impression that he has dissociated himself from his work for the 
militarist régime. (In the light of Japan's defeat, his pre -war career 
appears to be a liability for his family.) Because each of Setsuko's 
suggested "precautions" was only ambiguously hinted at in the first 
place, and in a way which Ono did not overtly question - only trying 
to draw more explicit statements from her - her "failing" to recollect 
them cannot in effect be countered. Maddeningly for her father, she 
cannot be pinned down, held to anything which might be 
compromising. Ono can only helplessly repeat, "But 
astonishing! ". Yet when, before the marriage negotiations, 
broached the topic of these "precautions" by attributing 
this is 
Setsuko 
a prior 
understanding to him ( "Father has no doubt thought already of all 
these things" [49]) which he clearly did not share, he did not deny it. 
In a similar vein to hers, he responded by expressing admiration for 
the flower arrangement she had just completed. He himself 
participated in her ambiguous, inexplicit and open -ended mode of 
communication. 
A narrative form of aimai manifests itself in certain limits on how far 
we can trust our understanding of Ono. As a narrator who addresses a 
fellow Japanese person ( "you may be new to this city "), Ono can be 
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expected to practise aimai in his narration no less than he does when 
speaking to other characters - which raises the possibility of our 
missing certain signals that he would expect to be self -explanatory for 
his interlocutor (schooled in aimai). This possibility complicates the 
already riddling generic relationship between first person narrators 
in English novels (such as Nellie Dean in Wuthering Heights) and the 
reader. Not unlike these patently unreliable, culturally English 
narrators, Ono is also to be credited with making some things 
uncertain or "floating" for his addressee by way of self -protection. 
The Japanese psychologist Okonogi Keigo links aimai directly to the 
concept of haji (often translated as "shame "), a point that is pertinent 
to Ono's more self -screening narrative elisions: 
Haji is the characteristic feeling of people who are 
dependent on a group, taking the form of a vague fear of 
rumour, gossip, of possible ostracism. In the day to day life 
of people who are sensitive to this kind of shame the 
essential thing is accordingly not to express oneself 
unequivocally. (cited in Morley 1985:71) 
As Mason puts it, Ono's narrative often "sounds [...] like an apologia, a 
public explanation for what he did" (Ishiguro 1989:341)2. The 
2 Ono's equivocation seems to be motivated by sensitivity to haji 
more than by the desire to avoid clashing with his addressee, who is 
less a concrete person than a representative of the current social 
world. His addressee's presumed outlook changes throughout the 
novel, as Ono comes to realize how isolated he is. He gradually stops 
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difficulty of judging the reliability of Ono's impressions of others, like 
his sense at his daughter Noriko's miai (betrothal meeting) that the 
polite Saito family are actually hostile, can moreover be read as a use 
of aimai on Ishiguro's part rather than his character's. 
Our problems as readers who are more than ever on the outer of a 
fictional world, held at bay just as we are invited into it, mirror those 
of Ono in his efforts to distinguish between misleading and more 
accurate impressions or memories, when he reflects about someone, 
"Of course, he may well not have used that precise phrase" (177). We 
cannot be entirely certain, any more than Ono, that the Saitos are not 
genuinely puzzled at least to a degree by the speech he makes at 
Noriko's miai, in which he recants from his past stance: they may see 
it as an extreme gesture. Yet the surprise conveyed by their manner 
is hard to take at face value, given that Dr. Saito has been probing 
Ono's current attitude towards Kuroda, a former pupil imprisoned 
during the war as a result of Ono's official complaint about his 
dissident tendencies, who is now regarded as a resistance hero. 
To a significant degree, the story turns on conversations. Many of the 
characters resort to aimai or related forms of indirectness at key 
moments. These critical points of dialogue include Ono's father's claim 
that his wife has "naturally" misunderstood their son's plans to 
become an artist; Ono's teacher Moriyama's blank insistence that "it 
will be necessary" for Ono to bring him his paintings (for confiscation); 
assuming that his interlocutor will agree with him about the past, 
and begins to try to accommodate what the other will think. 
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Dr. Saito's oblique references to Kuroda. It is at these moments of 
heightened ambiguity, often with an ominous feel, that the story 
moves forward. 
The characters' use of aimai is instrumental in conveying the sense 
that a deeply unfamiliar reality has been captured in translation - 
the world of Japanese social and familial relations. Yet it also 
contributes to the opposite impression about what is going on in the 
narrative: that Ishiguro is partly withholding this reality from us, 
making it inaccessible in the very act of representing it. 
An early scene in the novel brings out especially clearly what might 
be termed Ishiguro's authorial use of aimai in relation to readers. It is 
a vignette from pre -war times in which Ono receives a visit from one 
of his former pupils, Shintaro, and Shintaro's younger brother Yoshio, 
for whom Ono has written a letter of recommendation to an 
acquaintance in the State Department, which has secured him an 
appointment. "I would have given the matter little further thought ", 
Ono tells us, "but then one 
wife announced there were 
afternoon while I was relaxing at home, my 
visitors for me at the entryway" (20). In 
view of what follows, the casual phrases "give the matter little further 
thought" and "I was relaxing at home" stand out as particularly 
idiomatic and familiar. We and Ono appear to share this idiom fully. 
When Ono goes out to the entryway, however, he is greeted by a 
sight, and enters into a conversation, which are far from familiar: 
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[S]tanding there were Shintaro and his younger brother [...] 
As soon as they saw me, they began bowing and giggling. 
'Please step up,' I said, but they continued simply to bow 
and giggle. 'Shintaro, please. Step up to the tatami.' 
No, Sensei,' Shintaro said, all the time smiling and bowing. 
It is the height of impertinence for us to come to your 
house like this. The height of impertinence. But we could 
not remain at home any longer without thanking you.' (20) 
Ono again attempts to invite the visitors in, Shintaro declines again on 
the grounds that their mere presence on the steps is the height of 
impertinence ", and then turns to his brother and urges him into 
speech with a whisper, "'Yoshio! Yoshio!'" This elicits a speech in 
which the brother pledges to "exert every particle" of his "being" to be 
"worthy" of Ono's "recommendation ". Ono responds: 
`Really, it was nothing. It's no more than you deserve.' 
This brought frantic protests from both of them, then 
Shintaro said to his brother: `Yoshio, we have imposed 
enough on Sensei as it is. But before we leave, take a good 
look again at the man who has helped you. We are greatly 
privileged to have a benefactor of such influence and 
generosity.' 
`Indeed,' the youth muttered, and gazed up at me. 
`Please, Shintaro, this is embarrassing. Please come in and 
we'll celebrate with some sake.' (20 -21) 
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Shintaro declines a final time, concluding with a minutely different 
version of the expression he used earlier: "'We could not delay 
thanking you for one moment longer "'. 
How is it, the reader wonders, that all of this is happening in English, 
the language in which one 'relaxes at home' and 'gives matters little 
further thought'? Although earlier conversations between Ono and his 
daughters Setsuko and Noriko have already partly dispelled the 
impression that the narrator's voice speaks unproblematic English, the 
account of Shintaro's visit dissolves it further. To the extent that we 
thought we shared a common language with Ono, we might have 
expected him now to be either bewildered by the constant "giggling" 
of his adult male visitors, and as genuinely embarrassed by the "good 
look" the young man takes at him as he professes to be ( "Please, 
Shintaro, this is embarrassing ") - or on the verge of laughter, as the 
humorous phrase "frantic protests' seems to imply. He might perhaps 
be about to subside into relief that his visitors have left and the 
strange ordeal is over. 
Instead, Ono appears to be elated: 
This visit - I must admit it - left me with a certain feeling of 
achievement. It was one of those moments, in the midst of a 
busy career allowing little chance for stopping and taking 
stock, which illuminate suddenly how far one has come. (21) 
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The Iast phrase ( "illuminate [...1 how far one has come ") suggests that 
Ono is understating his feelings when he speaks of "a certain feeling 
of achievement ". A little later, in a different context, he admits to 
having "experienced a warm glow of satisfaction" "when Shintaro and 
his brother had stood bowing and giggling in my entryway" (25). His 
initial understatement is compatible with that of an Englishman 
reflecting with pleasure on his role as someone's benefactor and on 
the position of social eminence he has reached, and not wanting to 
speak openly of his feelings, or to attract a charge of immodesty. In a 
somewhat caricatural mode, a German Iinguist, R. Breitenstein, hits on 
just such an example when analyzing "English understatement ": 
When a gentleman attains a great achievement [...] he 
quickly hides it beneath awkward excuses - Pure luck, old 
man, I didn't even touch the thing - [...] this is one of those 
understatements that are so cultivated in England, (cited in 
Hübler 1983:1, non -italicized text my translation) 
In hindsight, Ono's description of Shintaro's "frantic protests" could be 
seen as his way of rhetorically downplaying the personal importance 
the encounter had for him, and thus it might mark a gentle irony in 
the narrative at Ono's own expense. 
It is typical of Ishíguro`s method that he offers us no gloss on the 
gestures and formulations of Shintaro and his brother. He only half - 
translates them. Shintaro's insistence on remaining at the entryway 
and his description of even that as "the height of impertinence" 
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resembles the gloss given by linguists Osamu and Nobuko Mizutani 
(1984:24) of what a Japanese visitor who arrives unannounced is 
supposed to say when the host invites him to enter: "No I will be rude 
enough to talk with you here ". The convention of repeating more or 
less identical formulae where English- speakers would be likely to opt 
for some differentiation to show their sincerity is well documented in 
studies of Japanese cultural norms. FIorian Coulmas (1981:84, 90) 
writes that: 
There is not so much demand for originality as in Western 
cultures, and no fear of repeating the same formula others 
have just used [...]. There is no need to coin an original 
expression on the spot to sound sincere. [...] [A]pologies and 
thanks do not sound insincere if they follow 
conventionalized patterns3. 
Ishiguro does not spell out immediately that Ono recognizes these 
formulae and even expects them on such an occasion. His familiarity 
with them emerges only gradually from the exchange. The narrative 
seems to take for granted that we English- speakers are also expecting 
these formulae: there is an unpredictable interplay between English 
and Japanese linguistic norms and cultural expectations in the 
narration. Technically, we are overhearing what is being recounted to 
a Japanese addressee, but it is only intermittently that this 
addressee's linguistic identity obtrudes on our consciousness as 
readers. 
3 Cf. also Lebra (1983:197) and Morley (1985:75). 
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The words "giggling" and "frantic protests" highlight the ambiguity of 
who is speaking here: would Ono, as a Japanese man, perceive 
Shintaro's behavior in this way? These words assume that there is 
something incongruous about the visitors' manner - they imply a 
perspective from outside the culture of the characters. In fact, they 
import values specific to modern English- speaking culture: grown men 
should not "giggle ", that is behaviour associated with children, 
especially girls (as in the phrase `giggling Gertie'). In the interview 
with Mason, Ishiguro (1989a:345) describes the narrative situation in 
An Artist of the Floating World in terms of the technique that was 
needed to convey the story through a first person narrator who is also 
the protagonist: "Because I am writing in the first person, even the 
prose has to conform to the characterization of the narrator ". Yet Ono's 
perspective does not remain untouched by the implied author's 
outlook. Ono appears here to share the floor with a meta -narrator who 
is aware of other (non- Japanese) cultural expectations where Ono 
ostensibly is not. In accommodating these two perspectives, the 
narrator's voice is that of a bicultural being, even while the character 
himself is not defined as such. 
There is an intriguing parallel between the way this bicultural 
vantage point operates and the gist of an autobiographical statement 
made by Ishiguro in an interview with Graham Swift. In response to 
Swift's question "Would you say that the rest of you [i.e. apart from 
your upbringing in a Japanese home} is English ?" Ishiguro said: 
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People are not two- thirds one thing and the remainder 
something else. Temperament, personality, or outlook don't 
divide quite like that. The bits don't separate clearly. You 
end up a funny homogeneous mixture. (Ishiguro 1989b:22) 
Similarly, the multifarious elements of the narrator's outlook do not 
"separate clearly" in An Artist of the Floating World. Ishiguro's 
emphasis on the cultural hybridity of his own background, however, 
does not amount to a repudiation of distinctions. The phrase "funny 
homogeneous mixture" is qualified by the preceding comment: 
I'm not entirely like English people because I've been 
brought up by Japanese parents in a Japanese- speaking 
home. [...] I do have a distinct background. I think 
differently, my perspectives are slightly different. (ibid.) 
In the novel, likewise, the cultural and linguistic boundaries are 
elusive, "floating ", but not non -existent. They are strategically 
downplayed; at various points the drama of the narrative depends on 
them. 
The author's use of aimai carries over to his communication with his 
intended readers through what Ono omits to say. Ono leaves it to his 
(Japanese) addressee to realize what he feels about his grandson 
Ichiro's absorption of American popular culture: 
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...[M]y grandson went running out of the room, shouting: 
'Lone Ranger! Hi yo Silver!' 
I cannot remember what I did with myself for the next 
several minutes. Quite possibly I remained sitting there in 
the piano room, gazing at Ichiro's drawings, thinking about 
nothing in particular as I am increasingly prone to do these 
days. (34) 
It is a good page and a half later that his mounting irritation and, 
underlying it, sadness, at Ichiro's behavior begins to surface in a 
conversation with Setsuko, but even there nothing is overtly 
expressed. Ono teIIs Setsuko about Ichiro's unintelligible babble and 
mock -gestures, evidently expecting an explanation. When she 
nervously informs him that the words to Ichiro's play- acting are an 
attempt at English (inspired by her husband's pro- American 
sympathies), Ono at first contents himself with saying "'English. 
Extraordinary. So that's what it was "' (35), and then repeats his words 
with a slightly more forceful variation: "'So that's what it was,' I said 
with a laugh. 'My grandson's become a cowboy. "' 
Ishiguro in a sense privileges us by engaging us in a narrative form of 
aimai as if we understood the practice, and would naturally intuit our 
way across the gaps between what was said and what was suggested. 
At the same time, his use of this mode in creating his bilingual 
narrative keeps us at an ironic remove from the 'original' he is in a 
sense translating. The combination of familiar and strange behaviour 
and feelings in the scene with Shintaro and Yoshio also undermines 
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the point of view from which Japanese styles of speech would seem 
merely exotic. Shintaro's manner is presented in a context which we 
accept as normal, and therefore it too claims to be normal, however 
disconcertingly for us. So it is we who have to make a shift. 
While the debt of eternal gratitude Yoshio declares himself to be 
under - reminiscent of the concept of on discussed by commentators 
on Japanese culture4 (cf. Lebra 1969) - remains unfamiliar in an 
` Anglo' context, Ono's "feeling of achievement ", after the initial 
surprise, is closer to what we might expect in an analogous situation 
in English. His sense of gratification makes the bowing and giggling 
intelligible in retrospect, as the conventional sign of a desirable 
admiration rather than as strange behaviour. And yet the process of 
translation hovers between taming the bowing, giggling and repeated 
formulae into forms with an equivalent meaning to those of English - 
speakers, and retaining their autonomous status as part of Japanese 
culture - within which they do not need to be explained. 
2. Aimai, non - verbal interaction and `indirectness' 
In An English dictionary of Japanese ways of thinking (1989), 
Nobuyuki Honna and Bates Hoffer write: 
4 Later, Ono remembers that his friendship with fellow pupil "the 
Tortoise", whom he defended against bullying, "cemented itself into 
one in which he was perpetually indebted to me for some undefined 
`support' 1 gave him" (160). This debt sounds again like on. 
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People [in Japan] generally believe that it is needless to 
speak precisely and explicitly with one another because 
they take it for granted that they share a lot of common 
assumptions. [...] In daily conversations, messages become 
telegraphic. Time, space, and logical relations are often 
unexpressed. Even major points are sometimes left unsaid. 
People are expected to understand meanings in view of the 
context of situation in which they are embedded. [...] 
[P]eople are supposed to look for a variety of nonverbal 
cues. In an effort to discover the meaning of words, the 
hearer will carefully but instantly examine the speaker's 
psychological state which may be realized in his facial 
expression and tone of speech. (164 -166, my italics) 
Similarly, Rie Hasada (1997b:86) notes: "In Japanese society, where 
empathetic sensing communication is possible, subtle nonverbal 
gestures can have a significant function as message indicators ". 
Ethno -psychological literature abounds with such comments about 
the central significance of the "nonverbal" in Japanese 
communications. Claims made about a culture as a whole of course 
merit a cautious response, given the complexity and heterogeneity of 
culture. But alongside the danger of oversimplification is the danger 
of ignoring the voices of those with bicultural experience, who are 
uniquely placed to comment on the reality of cultural differences (cf. 
section 2.1 of my introduction). An emphasis on the greater 
5 Cf. eg. Hendry (1993:165); Matsumoto (1996:73); Mizutani and 
Mizutani (1987:52 -8); Morsbach (1973; 1980). 
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reliability of non -verbal, than verbal, communication sheds light on 
the role of aimai. Morley's (1985) list of what might be termed 
grammatical symptoms of a tendency to aimai include the 
suspension of subjects and objects "allowing the agent to be no more 
than inferred from verbs with qualifying function" (79); the 
"frequent use of demonstrative pronouns" such as "are (that)" "to 
stand in for absentee nouns" and "the many unfinished sentences 
which the listener was left to extrapolate" (79). The only one of these 
features which appears specifically in the speech of Ishiguro's 
characters is the unfinished sentence; the others would make 
unintelligible English. (In reply to Ono's proposal that he take her 
son Ichiro to see a film, Setsuko "smile[s] uncomfortably" and says: 
"`It's very kind of Father,' [...] `Perhaps the day after... "'[38].) Yet the 
novel somehow captures the impression Morley takes away from all 
these forms that 
it seemed to be a fundamental characteristic of the Japanese 
way of expression to take as its point of reference 
something that was not itself there but only by implication: 
the echo, not the sound, the shadow, not the light. (79) 
The spoken words in aimai are permeated by others which are only 
hinted at. The relationship between what is said and what is left 
unsaid is related to another distinction relevant to Ishiguro's novel: 
between the concepts omote or face /surface and and ura, reverse or 
back (cf. Takeo Doi 1986), to which I will return. As touched on 
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earlier, the use of aimai is connected with the protection of one's 
own and others' feelings and `face'6. 
Non- explicit uses of language are of course not unique to Japanese 
conversation. One oblique verbal strategy in English has often been 
assigned the status of a British cultural script: the understatement. 
Understatement has been thought to exemplify "so- called national 
characteristics of the English, such as modesty or unwillingness to 
express emotion ", even "a tendency to suppress their emotions" 
(Hübler 1983:2,1). From book reviews, at least, it would appear that 
understatement is widely perceived as a literary value in English. A n 
Artist of the Floating World is itself praised by reviewers for 
displaying it: "With subtlety and control, Kazuo Ishiguro writes about 
art and politics, ambition and integrity... "; "A work of spare elegance: 
refined, understated, economic" (reviews quoted on cover). As 
Ishiguro notes, in his first -person narrative, the "prose [...] conform[s] 
to the characterization of the narrator" (1989a:345), but of course, 
conversely, the subtlety with which Ono narrates is attributable to 
the author; for different reasons, both narrator and implied author 
rely on leaving some things inexplicit. 
It is interesting in this context that Ishiguro himself sees a similarity 
between English and Japanese cultures with respect to the 
expression of emotions: "In British and Japanese society, the ability 
6 According to Okonogi (cited in Morley 1985:71) and Hasada 
(1997a), speakers resort to aimai to avoid causing offence and 
attracting the feeling of haji. 
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to control emotions is considered dignified and elegant" (cited by 
King -Kok Cheung 1993:49). Arguably, what looks like a similar 
emphasis arises from different concerns within each culture, and is 
manifested differently7. Ishiguro mines this partial affinity between 
certain British and Japanese cultural values as a rich vein in creating 
Ono's narrative. The following section, however, tries to bring out 
aspects of the characters' communication that cannot be simply 
assimilated to English types of indirectness, although these scenes 
undoubtedly build on an assumed familiarity with (English) 
understatement on the reader's part. 
An Artist of the Floating World evokes an atmosphere where to 
query one's master even implicitly is to earn the name of traitor 
( "loyalty" is expected to be "fierce and total" [144]); alternatively, 
where radical dissent can be signalled with a minimum of words (cf. 
p. 148). The maltreatment that follows divergence (whether Ono's 
own at the hands of his teacher Moriyama, his fellow pupil Sasaki's, 
7 An inquiry into these differences is beyond the scope of this 
chapter. Emotional restraint is perhaps more relevant to English 
understatement than to indirectness in Japanese, which Japanese 
commentators like those quoted above associate with the protection 
of feelings. Takie Sugiyama Lebra (1976:124 -5) has pointed out, 
moreover, that "subtle, implicit, open- ended, obscure 
understatement" in Japanese allows the speaker "to retract what he 
has said, should his listener disagree ". This is clearly not a primary 
function of understatement in English. From the perspective of 
Japanese culture, according to Lebra, English can force a speaker to 
be literal: "A Japanese often feels ill at ease speaking in English 
because he [...] is compelled to make an assertive, committing, 
irreversible statement" (ibid.). 
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or his student Kuroda's) is referred to by its inflicters elliptically, if 
at all - and equally so by its victims. In a disquieting and masterly 
scene in the novel, Masuji Ono's father interrogates his son - without 
once putting the question directly - about his intention to become an 
artist instead of taking over his father's business: 
`You know, Masuji' - my father's eyes were still fixed on 
the painting - I've heard a curious thing from your mother. 
She seems to be under the impression you wish to take up 
painting as a profession.' 
He did not phrase this as a question, so I did not at first 
reply. But then he looked up and repeated: `Your mother, 
Masuji, seems to be under the impression that you wish to 
take up painting as a profession. Naturally, she is mistaken 
in supposing this.' 
`Naturally,' I said, quietly. 
`You mean, there has been some misunderstanding on 
her part.' 
`No doubt.' 
`I see.' (43 -44) 
"Naturally, she is mistaken in supposing this" is the cue for Masuji to 
recant from his error, and there seems to be no expectation on the 
part of either that he will fail to comply at least verbally, with an 
affirmative "Naturally ". The cue is both ambiguous and indirect. The 
flat intonation makes it sound like a statement of fact, which in a 
way the father insists that it is - yet it has the open- endedness of a 
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question, in that it requires completion. It is worth comparing with 
Setsuko's "training] off" that "left a question in the air" [16]8. The 
father's indirectness seems more intimidatory than verbal violence 
(the screws are being tightened silently) but it also functions to 
protect the father from appearing to be unheeded, and ignorant of 
his son's activities. 
A potent kind of indirectness also characterizes the father's actual 
destruction of his son's paintings, which has the feel of a sinister 
conjuring trick. On returning from an errand, Masuji catches the 
smell of burning but when he glances into the ashpot positioned in 
front of his father "there were no signs of its having been used ". 
Later, encountering his mother in a darkened corridor, Masuji 
"remark[s]" - as the older Ono unemphatically puts it - on "the smell 
of burning around the house ". He asks whether "Father" is "still in 
the reception room ". His mother quietly ascribes the smell to his 
"imagination" and `explains' that his father is still "working on 
something ". Masují's rejoinder is rather like an unexpectedly rapid 
advance on a chessboard, although it clearly does not take his 
mother by surprise: "`Whatever he's doing in there,' I said, it doesn't 
bother me in the least. [...] The only thing Father's succeeded in 
kindling is my ambition "' (47). In a way scarcely more direct than 
his father's use of the ashpot as intermediary, Masuji alludes to the 
B John David Morley (1985:140) refers to "soft, questioning echoes" 
left "in the air" by a Japanese woman's utterance that initially 
sounds like a statement. 
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burning of his paintings with the use of "kindling" as a metaphor for 
his own defiance towards his father. (If challenged, he could say that 
he meant something else.) It becomes plain that his first two 
remarks were not simply, as they sounded, attempts to elicit 
information, or to prove to his mother that he knew what was afoot, 
but rather to break his father's tacit imposition of silence - and then 
to challenge him as directly as possible with words addressed to his 
mother but meant for his father. It is safer for Masuji to declare his 
revolt `through' his mother. 
In much the same use of mediation by a pseudo- addressee9 (again 
the mother), during the interrogation Ono's father addresses his wife 
"unnecessarily loudly" for the benefit of Masuji, reminding her that a 
"wandering priest" "warn[ed]" them of their son's potentially 
dangerous character defects. Ono's mother "cautiously" counters this: 
`But perhaps [...] it is unwise to take to heart what these 
priests have to say.' 
My father appeared a little surprised by this remark. Then, 
after a moment, he nodded thoughtfully, as though my 
mother had made a perplexing point. 
9 Takie Lebra (1976) has written about the frequency of what she 
terms "refracted communication" in Japan, in which "Ego 
communicates with Alter by talking to a third person in Alter's 
presence. What Ego cannot directly express to Alter is expressed to 
the third person with the expectation that Alter will understand 
Ego's real intention" (122). 
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Ono's father is taken off guard by this sign of his wife's less than 
total compliance with his ritual, and he seems to affect solidarity 
with her so as to maintain face (since he should not be seen to be 
contradicted). In a comparable English cultural context, such a resort 
to feigned perplexity might be read as an idiosyncratic personal 
reflex of the paterfamilias in question. Yet Masuji's instant 
perception that his father is only "as though" perplexed, suggests a 
rather different interpretation. The father's slight "surprise" and 
non- plussed nods are non -verbal signals of a (one assumes, violent) 
inner response to perceived insubordination; the others recognize 
them as part of an economy of non -verbal communication, a system 
in which the ura (or hidden quantity) of a feeling considered 
disruptive or undignified finds its `objective correlative' in a certain 
omote (or "front ") (cf. Doi 1986). The father repeats his nodding at 
the mother's next tentative intervention: 
`Artists', my father's voice continued, `live in squalor [and] 
[...] inhabit a world which gives them every temptation to 
become weak -willed and depraved. Am I not right, 
Sachiko ?' 
`Naturally. Yet perhaps there are one or two who are able to 
pursue an artistic career and yet avoid such pitfalls.' 
`Of course, there are exceptions,' my father said. My eyes 
were still lowered, but I could tell from his voice that he 
was again nodding in his perplexed manner. (46) 
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In the interview with Mason, [shiguro (1989a) says that his 
representation of a world where "a Ieader figure held this incredible 
psychological sway over his subordinates" was dictated by his 
"themes" (340), not by a historical Japan, and adds that the motif is 
not "peculiar to Japan" but a "human phenomenon" (342). Clearly, his 
use of this theme derives part of its impact from the universal 
salience of questions of power relations. But its development in the 
novel is also convincing because it comes across as grounded in a 
certain cultural specific. I find an uncanny resemblance between 
Ono's father's "perplexed" "nodding" as if in assent to the mother's 
appeals for leniency for their son, and a disturbing vignette from 
Shusaku Endo's novel Silence (1969): 
The old man [...] with the big ears kept looking down on the 
priest sympathetically. [...] [He] kept nodding his head as 
though in complete agreement with what the priest was 
saying; and while nodding he slowly began to pass his left 
hand over his right, as though rubbing them together. 
(1978:178 -179) 
This scene is Endo's rendition of the trial of a historical figure, a 
Portuguese Jesuit convicted of proselytizing in seventeenth century 
Japan. The "old man" on the judges' panel, unbeknownst to the priest 
who takes him to be a genuine sympathiser, is in fact the governor 
Inoue, the deviser of a hellish form of torture which awaits the 
priest as a Christian in Nagasaki. His "sympathetic" nodding - too 
duplicitous even to be read as sardonic irony - could stand as the 
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model for Ono's father's nodding, or for Ono's teacher Moriyama 
reflectively "shaking" his head in simulated agreement with Ono's 
implied criticisms of his work (An Artist 148 -149). In all these cases, 
what seems to be at work is not so much irony or suggestion as a 
clean substitution, for an expression of threat, of its opposite, 
amiability - in Takeo Doi's terms (to be explained) omote for ura. 
The qualities evoked by the phrase "floating world" in the novel are 
evident in reversals and changes of light in the portrayal of Ono. Gia 
MethereII (M.Litt. essay ANU, unpublished) argues insightfully that 
in reading the novel our moral categories have to become 
correspondingly shifting and subtle to capture accurately what is 
going on. In particular, she discerns a number of possible alternative 
narratives underlying the single narrative apparently presented (a 
possibility worth comparing with the destabilizing effect of paraIleI 
but mutually exclusive narratives in Ishiguro's earlier novel, A Pale 
View of Hills [1982]). However, in addition to the "floating" character 
of the moral and psychological evolution of Ono (vis -à -vis both his 
world and our perception of him) are the inherent ambiguity and 
shifting qualities of aimai itself, the characteristic form of Japanese 
speech which colours the whole first- person narration in Ishiguro's 
novel. 
As suggested earlier, Setsuko's mysterious disavowal of having 
directed her father to take "precautionary steps" before her sister's 
miai is more easily understood if seen as part of the conventions of 
aimai. Ishiguro has drawn on aimai to create a distinctive English 
capable of rendering certain 
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Japanese idioms. Aimai is expanded 
until it is implicated in the whole narrative structure, becoming the 
"uncertainty principle" on which the writing operates. 
Hence the strange impression of the dialogues in an eccentric or just 
off -centre English as somehow of a piece with Ono's more 
translucently English -sounding train of thought. The fluent English of 
Ono's interior monologue tends to naturalize for the reader anything 
that stands out as odd in conversations like the one at Noriko's miai, 
or between Masuji and his father. Ishiguro's prose imperceptibly 
fuses different accents and voices rather than exactly allowing them 
polyphonic play. They are harmonized in a way that leaves the 
reader uncertain of how fully he or she has been initiated into the 
rules of the game. 
There are ironies in Ishiguro's novel which turn on the author's 
partly granting and partly withholding information from us as 
outsiders to the norms of aimai and of the related contrast between 
omote ( "front ") and ura (hidden "back "). When Ono speaks of feeling 
"irritated" and "annoyed" (189) with Setsuko for her denial of having 
initiated the moves he made to safeguard Noriko's betrothal, he 
presents the omote of the situation, not its underlying ura. If we 
take his formulation at face value, as we might if basing our 
interpretation on communicative norms familiar to us as English 
speakers, we are likely to be put on the wrong scent. Ono almost 
certainly understands Setsuko's purposeful evasion, intended to 
dissuade him from regarding himself as a sufficiently important 
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member of the old -guard to be compelled to take the honorable exit 
of suicide (a concern he has learnt of from his grandson Ichiro). His 
`real' feelings and state of mind must be of a more serious and 
complex nature than mere "annoy[ance]" or bafflement. Yet in 
another sense the novel privileges us by translating the characters' 
aimai in such a way as to leave it partly intact - as if we were indeed 
in our linguistic and cultural element in reading it, as if Ono were 
really communicating directly with us. 
Ono's saying that he feels "annoyed" when one can intuit from the 
situation that he is undergoing feelings closer to anger and shame, 
seems to work like English understatement. But like Ono's father's 
indirect and ambiguous method of exacting obedience, or his 
"perplexed nodding" (instead of a more recognizable controlled rage), 
Ono's admission of "annoyance" signals to us a feeling that is not just 
different in degree from his actual mood, as in understatement in 
English, but different in kind. The disjunction is almost complete, 
whereas in understatement the relationship to what is being 
understated is actually registered in what is said. 
3. "Subtitles" in "Translationese ": the Characters' Speech 
When asked about a historical basis for the social values depicted in 
the novel, or the topography of the city where it is set, Ishiguro 
responds by emphasizing his freedom as a writer to create a social 
world that "serves" his "needs" or accords with his chosen "themes" 
(Ishiguro 1989a:340 -341). Similarly, when asked about his 
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relationship to his country of birth he stresses that his Japan is a 
"personal" and largely "imaginary" land (Ishiguro 1990:75), 
grounded in dim memories of a period which post -1960 Japan has 
long since superseded. These responses evince his wariness about 
talk of Japan that might lend itself to stereotypes. 
His readiness to discuss the "Japanese" effect of the characters' 
dialogues suggests that he sees his narrative evocation of "another 
language going on behind" English as a process that does not pin his 
native culture down to simplistic readings: 
Ono is supposed to be narrating in Japanese [...with] the 
reader [...] getting it in English. [...] I'm quite conscious of 
actually figuring these things out when I'm writing, using a 
kind of translationese. Sometimes my ear will say; `That 
doesn't quite ring true, that kind of Ianguage. Fine if this 
were just English people, but not here'. (1989a343) 
There appears to be an affinity for Ishiguro between the imaginative 
possibilities inherent in writing fiction and his intuitive method of 
constructing the characters' " translationese" (by "ear "). The 
dialogues, nevertheless, draw ingeniously on actual Japanese idioms, 
which are a major source of the impression that the characters are 
not "just English people ". 
Certain phrases used by the characters are calques or close 
translations of common Japanese turns of phrase. Setsuko repeatedly 
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hedges her inquiries into Ono's handling of Noriko's marriage 
negotiations with the opening, "Forgive me, but... ": 
`Forgive me, but from what Noriko said just a moment ago, I 
naturally supposed things were more or less...' She trailed 
off, then said again: `Forgive me.' But she said it in such a 
way that a question was left hanging in the air. (16) 
`Forgive me,' Setsuko said, in a new voice. `But did we ever 
hear any further as to why the proposal fell through last 
year? [...]' 
`I have no idea. It hardly matters now, does it ?' 
Of course not, forgive me.' Setsuko seemed to consider 
something for a moment, then she spoke again: `It's just that 
E...].' G -.] 
I assure you,' I said a little coldly, `[...] If I knew, I wouldn't 
keep it from you [...].' 
`Of course. Please excuse me, I didn't mean to imply...' Again, 
she trailed off awkwardly. (18) 
'Forgive me, but I wonder if it may not be wise if Father 
were to visit Mr Kuroda soon.' [...] 
`I'm not sure I follow what you're saying, Setsuko.' 
`Forgive me, I simply meant to suggest [...].' (85) 
Setsuko's "forgive me, but ", and "excuse me..." have a much -used 
Japanese parallel: sumimasen -ga. In Japanese, the ga - Setsuko's 
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"but" - does not require any further clause, as "but" does in English - 
so it "trails off" by definition. (See pp. 93 and 102 for instances 
where other characters use this English rendition of sumimasen -ga.) 
Another near -calque is the frequent use of "Is that so ", sometimes 
without the question mark that would be expected in English. (See 
eg. pp. 14; 36; 71; 81; 84; 123; 124; 152; 180.) This corresponds to a 
very common response in Japanese, soo desu kato. There are several 
other similar set phrases in Japanese, such as soo da kke (`is that 
right?'); huun (I see', `Is that so ?') and soo na no (`Is that so ?') 
(Kumiya Maynard 1989 :25, 92). An example of this calque is Ono's 
affectionately serious -sounding reply to his grandson Ichiro's boasts 
of drinking prowess. When eight- year -old Ichiro claims to drink 
bottle after bottle of sake (it is clear that his parents have never let 
him drink sake), Ono remarks: "Is that so, Ichiro. This must be a real 
headache for mother" (152) (my emphasis). The phrase "So that's 
what it was" with which Ono emphatically sums up Ichiro's play- 
acting ( "English. Extraordinary. So that's what it was "' [35]) also 
seems to echo soo desu ka, soo da kke or soo na no. A third subtly 
imported expression is the retort "Nonsense ", used to dismiss in a 
friendly spirit what someone has said, rather than in an adversarial 
way, as in English. The Japanese for this is Baka wo ieli. When Ono's 
protegé Shintaro flatters him by telling him that he ought to "gather 
his men" around him as a knight would a routed army, and invite 
them all to the bar he continues to patronize, Ono's response is: 
10 Basic Japanese English Dictionary (The Japan Foundation). 
11 A Japanese- English dictionary (Takahashi 1953). 
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"`What nonsense', I said, laughing" (76). He is clearly delighted by 
the comparison. 
Other words spoken again and again by the characters include: 
"Really" (cf. eg. 13; 20; 22; 23; 35; 36; 52; 55; 71; 83; 89; 90; 93; 110); 
"Indeed" (cf. eg. 17; 21; 36; 89; 90; 95; 101; 104; 121); "Naturally" (cf. 
eg. 16; 44; 46; 90; 93; 95); "Of course" (cf. eg. 16; 17; 18; 94; 124; 125; 
136). "Really" may reproduce Japanese hee' 2. But even where these 
words are not translations of actual phrases, their very recurrence 
invokes Japanese speech norms, which allow repetition of certain 
basic expressions to a greater degree than in English. Takie Sugiyama 
Lebra (1983:197) refers to "highly conventional forms of greetings 
for routine usage" (cf. also Coulmas 1981, cited above). Morley 
(1985) speaks of the "much greater strictness of, the almost 
verbatim adherence to speech formulae" and the "frequency of their 
occurrence" in Japanese (75)13. Ishiguro conveys very different 
moods and tones through the little differentiated lexicon of his 
dialogues, creating a textual effect equivalent, perhaps, to the non- 
verbal forms of interaction on which Japanese speakers rely (cf. 
Honna and Hoffer 1989:164 -166; Hasada 1997b). "Is that so ", when 
spoken by his characters, sounds dramatically different in different 
contexts. 
12 Senko Kumiya Maynard (1989:25) glosses the sentence "Hee soo 
da kke" as "Really, is that right ? ". 
13 He adds: "No alternatives were available. L...] [I]t was not just some 
people who sometimes said them but all people always" (Morley 
1985:75). 
408 
The striking thing about the quasi- Japanese elements in the 
characters' vocabulary is that they are all recognizable, seemingly 
`natural' English words which are used reasonably commonly in 
English. Their Japanese (or at least non -English) quality makes itself 
felt only gradually: they occur marginally too often to be entirely 
standard, or in slightly different situations (like "nonsense ", as 
discussed above, or the use of "extraordinary" [35] to express 
disapproval rather than admiration). Since they do not stand out in 
the text, they work almost imperceptibly to convey the language 
"going on behind" the Ianguage we read. 
This is "translationese" or "pseudotranslation" (Ishiguro 1989a:345) 
in the literal sense that Ishiguro draws on Japanese discourse in 
constructing his characters' English speech. There is another sense in 
which the novel translates between Japanese and English, not at the 
level of discourse but in terms of broader cultural understandings 
about human beings which are invoked within these exchanges and 
in Ono's interior monologue. Ishiguro interweaves behavioural and 
psychological concepts specific to Japanese culture (aimai, omotelura 
[front /back], haji [shame, embarrassment], with related yet different 
contemporary English concepts, understatement, conscious/ 
unconscious, repression of guilt, in his representation of Ono's 
experience and inner Iife. 
4. Ornate and Ura 
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In a book that has been translated into English as The Anatomy of 
Self (1986)14, psychiatrist and psychologist Takeo Doi analyzes two 
"opposing" yet complementary concepts that he argues are all - 
pervasive within Japanese culture: omote or "front "! "surface ", and 
ura or "hidden back "! "interior ". These paired concepts illuminate 
many aspects of Ishiguro's novel, from the interaction between the 
characters to the characterization of Ono through his narration. 
Takeo Doi defines omote and ura as the two central "aspects" of any 
phenomenon for Japanese people, but focusses in particular on their 
application to the realms of "psyche" and "human relations ". Since in 
"classical Japanese" omote meant "face" and ura meant "mind, heart, 
soul ", 
the relationship between omote and ura [in their 
contemporary meanings of `front' and `back'] is modelled on 
the relationship between face and mind [and...] constituted 
by a generalization and abstraction of that relationship. (24- 
25) 
The original meanings of omote and ura still resonate with their new 
meanings: while "heart" is now kokoro, ura exists as a prefix 
meaning heart or mind (eg. in uraganashi, "sad- minded "). A 
significant implication of this which Doi does not mention (perhaps 
thinking it too obvious) is that the nearest Japanese counterpart to 
the English words "mind' and "heart" is considered by definition to 
refer to something hidden. 
14 The Japanese title is simply Omote to ura (1985), Omote and ura. 
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While at times Doi refers to ornate and ura as putative human 
universals, he treats them primarily as concepts specific to Japanese 
culture and, notably, language: "This consciousness of grasping things 
simultaneously in terms of both their aspects of ornate and ura is 
especially well developed in the Japanese language" (24). Examples 
of compound words based on these concepts which help to clarify 
their sense include: omote -doori, a busy main street and ura -doori, a 
lonely back -alley; omote-gei, a "performer's principal art" and ura - 
gei, a "hidden talent "; and omote o tateru, "to put up a front ", in 
which an allusion to ura is said to be implicit (23). Doi points out that 
the "dialectical relationship" between ornate and ura is made still 
more "explicit" in the proverb: "in every ura is an ura" - an 
enigmatic, suggestive dictum with connotations of nesting `Chinese' 
boxes, or mise en abîme. Part of his definition of ornate and ura 
shows that the contrast between them is closely related to the notion 
of aimai (verbal ambiguity and indirectness): 
[I]t is possible to say that words are omote, that they 
conceal /express and express /conceal the mind (kokoro), 
which is ura. [...] [W]e may deny something with words, but 
a glance, or the set of lips, betray our words, expressing 
precisely what they have denied. (31) 
Words thus typically convey the ornate of a situation, while 
unspoken feelings and thoughts correspond to its ura. Aimai is 
clearly a form of language in which the speaker's and listener's 
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awareness of the separation between omote and ura is at its most 
acute. 
Returning to the words' original meanings of "face" and "mind" and 
the underlying "relationship" between the two, Doi points out that 
while "the face usually expresses the mind ", it can also "hide the 
mind" or express it "even while concealing it - so as not to reveal it 
completely" (25). What follows lends itself with particular aptness to 
commentary on one of the key passages in Ishiguro's novel, the 
account of the miai for Ono's daughter Noriko and her suitor Taro 
Saito: 
Omote is what expresses ura. Perhaps we could even say 
that ura performs15 omote. And because this is true, when 
people look at omote they are seeing not only omote, but 
also ura through omote. In fact, it may well be closer to the 
truth to say that they are looking at omote solely in order to 
see ura . (26, emphasis mine) 
Noriko's miai begins on a bad footing for the Onos because of 
Noriko's nervousness - which prevents her from engaging in the 
conversation with her usual confident boldness - and her father's 
sympathetic tenseness, as he represents it. We can guess that 
15 By "performs" I think Doi means something Iike orchestrates or 
directs. Of the related concepts tatemae (outward self) and honne 
(inner self), he writes that "honne manipulates tatemae from behind" 
(37). 
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unexpressed private apprehensions on his part also play a role. Ono 
scans the faces of the Saito family in the hope of reading their 
intentions. Their politely impenetrable faces give nothing away; as 
he had anticipated, the family "display [s] a smooth and relaxed 
assurance ". Ono finds them all "impressive" with the exception of the 
youngest son Mitsuo, Taro's younger brother, who "arouses" his 
"suspicions ". Although Mitsuo behaves with "due decorum" Ono finds 
that "there was something in the way I would catch him looking at 
me, or about the way he would pass a bowl to me across the table, 
that made me sense his hostility and accusation" (117). 
After a few minutes Ono is "struck by a sudden thought ": 
Mitsuo's attitude was not in fact any different from that of 
the rest of his family - it was simply that he was not as 
skilled in disguising it. From then on, I took to glancing over 
at Mitsuo, as though he were the clearest indicator of what 
the Saitos were reaIIy thinking. (117) 
Ono is thwarted in this inspired strategy by the marriage broker Mr 
Kyo who, as if coincidentally "appeared to be engaging [ Mitsuo] in 
prolonged conversation ". This last phrase is ironic, whether the irony 
belongs to Ono's perspective or only Ishiguro's: evidently Mr Kyo has 
noticed Mítsuo's lack of skill at presenting a polite omote and 
concealing his hostile ara, and is doing his professional best to 
prevent any potentially damaging significant exchanges taking place 
between the callow youth and Ono. Doi's point that people not only 
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see ura through omote but actually look at ornote "solely in order to 
see ura" goes to the heart of what Ono observes about Mitsuo and 
the Saitos: as an "indicator" of his family's feelings Mitsuo is the 
transparent omote to their hidden ura. 
When Ono seizes the opportunity to make his confession - which he 
launches by confronting Mitsuo (who looks to his parents "for help ") 
- he forces into the open, omote-muki ( "that which is public, open, 
official" [Doi 1986:151]) what had till then been a dangerous ura, in a 
way that disarms it. Dr. Saito has introduced Kuroda into the 
conversation, remarking that Mr Kuroda is a teacher at Mitsuo's 
college. Ono declares: 
`There are some [...] who believe my career to have been a 
negative influence. An influence now best erased and 
forgotten. I am not unaware of this viewpoint. Mr Kuroda, I 
think, is one who would hold it.' 
`Is that so ?' Perhaps I was mistaken about this, but I 
thought Dr Saito was watching me rather like a teacher 
waiting for a pupil to go on with a lesson he has learnt by 
heart. [...] 
`There are some who would say it is people like myself 
who are responsible for the terrible things that happened 
to this nation of ours. [...] I accept that much of what I did 
was ultimately harmful to our nation [...]. You see, Dr Saito, I 
admit this quite readily'. (123) 
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Given Ono's paradoxical impression that Dr. Saito has essentially 
choreographed what Ono half -experiences as his own impulse, and 
the fact that Ono has felt pressure build on him to make a move, it is 
curious how courageous this stand appears, and how firmly he seems 
to have taken matters into his own hands rather than merely 
playing into the Saitos' hands. His ironic perception that Dr. Saito is 
watching him with a teacher's expectation is itself a form of defense 
against the other man's manoeuvring, underscoring the 
inappropriateness of Saito's attitude to relations with a former 
colleague and his son's potential father -in -law. It is a grimly 
humorous acknowledgment of his own reduced room for action. (It is 
also an utterance in which the author's and the narrator's perception 
of the situation seem to perfectly coincide.) At this moment in the 
novel the ubiquitous principles of o m o t e /u r a and of a i m a i- 
obliquity, ambiguity and uncertainty - are overturned, the tension 
inherent in them released, so that there is a feeling of relief for us 
too, as Noriko relaxes and, to Taro's "delight ", comes out with a Iess 
formal response to his next question. This moment of collective 
release costs Ono dear: he abjures the allegiances on which his sense 
of himself has rested, in order to promote Noriko's chance of 
marrying. 
When Ono bypasses or refers only minimally to actions and 
experiences that threaten a positive view of him, our sense that he 
suffers from 'repression', so central in Anglo- American psychology 
and literature, is perhaps in need of complication by the "conceptual 
axis" of omote /ura. According to Doi, the distinction between omote 
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and ura need not imply a repression of the memory of past 
misdemeanours, or any unconscious motivation. It is rather a kind of 
discretion which Japanese people expect of each other as mature 
adults (cf. Doi 1986:154), the habit of keeping a firm line between 
thoughts or feelings seen as threatening to speaker and interlocutor 
alike, and the safely `presentable' ones, from which a person's ura 
may yet be intuited. Joy Hendry (1993:163) observes: 
O m o t e deceives a listener only to the degree that the 
speaker is skilled [...] for, according to [...] psychiatrist Takeo 
Doi, Japanese people very often know precisely what the 
honne is in any situation, despite the formal expressions of 
tatemae. 
Tatemae is defined by Doi (1986:35 -47) as "motives" which can be 
acknowledged in a particular situation as part of one's role, and 
which legitimize honne, or hidden, person- specific motives or 
feelings. Tatemae and honne parallel the dyad of ornate and ura. 
Ono ends a brief vignette of the single time he has seen his former 
pupil Kuroda since the war by treating it as a distraction from the 
main issue, the story of Noriko's marriage negotiations: "But it was 
not my intention to dwell on Kuroda here. Indeed, he would not be 
on my mind at all had his name not turned up so unexpectedly last 
month, during the chance meeting on the tram with Dr Saito" (78). 
He moves on from his account of Kuroda's arrest with the words: 
"But this is all of limited relevance here" (184). Perhaps Ono's 
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characteristically incomplete references to Kuroda are allusions to an 
area of his life that belongs for him in his ura, and which is suddenly 
being forced into the open (the realm of omote) to his acute shame 
by the current politics of national soul- searching and by his own 
family's social. needs. 
Analysis of the novel cannot stop there because even if ura is the 
place to which Japanese people consciously relegate the things they 
"fear may be judged negatively" (Doi 1986:29), aspects of Ono's 
persistent reticence about his relations with Kuroda strongly suggest 
a suppression or submergence over which he has not had full 
control. When Ono visits his former militarist colleague and mentor, 
Matsuda, and asks him to convey to the Saitos' detective that Ono 
has renounced his militarist connections, Matsuda confronts him 
with the expediency of seeking Kuroda out before the Saitos' 
"resourceful" detective does: 
`But tell me, Ono, if it's the case that you're worried about 
the past, I assume you've been visiting a few of the others 
from those days ?' 
`In fact, you're the first I've come to. I've no idea where 
many of our old friends are these days.' 
`What about Kuroda? I hear he's living in the city 
somewhere.' 
`Is that so? I haven't been in touch with him since. . . since 
the war.' 
417 
If we're worrying about Miss Noriko's future, perhaps you'd 
best seek him out, painful as it may be.' 
`Indeed. It's simply that I have no idea where he is.' 
`I see. Hopefully their detective will be equally lost as to 
where to find him. But then sometimes those detectives can 
be very resourceful.' 
`Indeed.' (95) 
Matsuda then makes the whiplike yet delicately ironic remark: "`Ono, 
you look deathly pale. And you looked so healthy when you first 
arrived. That's what comes of sharing a room with a sickly man "' 
(95). We sense Ono's threatened feeling, even dread, in his evasive 
responses to Matsuda's shrewd prompting, as well as the latter's 
comment on his pallor. 
Ono's account of his visit to Kuroda's lodgings begins: "It had not, in 
the end, been a difficult task to discover Kuroda's whereabouts" 
(108). In this single, low -key sentence he comes close to admitting 
that he deliberately avoided contacting Kuroda after the war out of - 
we can only assume - something Iike fear or shame or guilt. 
Ignorance of his former student's "whereabouts" is now all but 
revealed by Ono to have been an excuse for not contacting him. It 
remains difficult to determine to what extent Ono is turning ornate 
on us, or revealing ura. Ishiguro seems to suggest that Ono's 
circumspection stems not only from a conscious - or even 
unconscious - desire to appear to advantage (manipulating our 
impression of him accordingly), but also from a habitual protective 
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mechanism of self that would naturally screen its most vulnerable 
parts from exposure. 
5. Haji, Shame, Guilt and Sumanai 
After recounting what happened at Noriko's miai, Ono feels the need 
to signal to his (inner) interlocutor that he is aware of the change in 
his position since his earlier praise for "the patriotic spirit" (74) and 
criticism of his son -in -law Suichi's "bitter" view of the war (59) as 
senseless slaughter: 
Of course, I do not pretend certain moments of that evening 
were not painful for me; nor do I claim I would so easily 
have made the sort of declaration I did concerning the past 
had circumstances not impressed upon me the prudence of 
doing so. Having said this, I must say I find it hard to 
understand how any man who values his self- respect would 
wish for long to avoid responsibility for his past deeds; it 
may not always be an easy thing, but there is certainly a 
satisfaction and dignity to be gained in coming to terms 
with the mistakes one has made in the course of one's life. 
In any case, there is surely no great shame in mistakes 
made in the best of faith. It is surely a thing far more 
shameful to be unable or unwilling to acknowledge them. 
(124 -125, my italics) 
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We see Ono trying to salvage his dignity under the onslaught of 
changing perceptions of his past. To consolidate his "self- respect ", he 
then turns to considering the choices made by his former pupil 
Shintaro, who has dissociated himself from Ono's influence in order 
to secure a teaching post, and dwells on the latter's "small 
hypocrisies" (Shintaro, unlike Ono, pretends to have opposed 
militarism). His use of the word "shame" and "shameful ", however, is 
what concerns me here. 
In a now controversial commentary, anthropologist Ruth Benedict 
(1947) draws a stark contrast between Christian, Western moral 
guilt and a non -moral, ostensibly purely social Japanese concept of 
shame (haji), which is felt only when acts that should have remained 
hidden have been unluckily exposed: 
In a culture where shame is a major sanction, people are 
chagrined about acts which we expect people to feel guilty 
about. This chagrin can be very intense and it cannot be 
relieved, as guilt can be, by confession and atonement. [...] 
[A] man does not experience relief when he makes his fault 
public[...]. So long as his bad behavior does not `get out into 
the world' he need not be troubled and confession appears 
[...] merely a way of courting trouble. Shame cultures [...] 
have ceremonies for good luck rather than for expiation. 
(222 -223) 
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On Benedict's account, avoiding exposure in Japan is imperative, for 
once exposed, there is no refuge from haji. The "precautionary steps" 
Ono agrees to take do appear to be aimed at pre -empting such 
definitive exposure at the hands of the Saitos' detectives. His 
reference to "prudence" as a motivation for his declaration at 
Noriko's miai seems to accord with Benedict's analysis. Yet that 
declaration has overtones of a secular confession - a kind of 
"ceremony for expiation" after all. It is perhaps an expiation of 
shameful status rather than of acknowledged guilt. Ono's use of the 
word "shameful" suggests this. As a self- respecting modern citizen, 
Dr Saito (who in Ono's opinion has revamped himself) may only 
expect Ono to make the right noises in response to his testing of his 
views - regardless of what he feels and thinks. This appears to be 
the expectation underlying the social and family pressure Ono 
experiences. By contrast, his son -in -law Suichi, Kuroda and Kuroda's 
student and protegé Enchi are 
hold him to be guilty, in 
"cowardice ". Suichi sees him 
out young soldiers 
a 
as 
implacably antagonistic because they 
very moral sense, of "treachery" or 
an ally of armchair generals who sent 
to fight "for stupid causes" (58); in the eyes of 
Kuroda and Enchi, he is responsible for Kuroda's imprisonment and 
torture at the hands of the police. Again, however, his actual feelings 
now appear not to concern them, and no "atonement" would be likely 
to satisfy them. 
Takie Sugiyama Lebra's (1983) article "Shame and Guilt: a 
Psychocultural View of the Japanese Self" challenges and complicates 
Benedict's summary classification of Japan as a non -guilt culture. 
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Lebra does not reject Benedict's term "shame culture ". She attributes 
the prominence of haji in Japanese life to the "Japanese individual 
[being] more surrounded by significant audiences to whom his action 
is exposed ", and suspects that English "shame" and "surface -level" 
"embarrassment" are "continuous for the Japanese under [the] single 
word haji" (194). But she argues for the comparable prominence of 
concepts which like "guilt" in English need not involve reference to 
public scrutiny. 
According to Lebra, the words sumanai and mooshiwakenai, both 
meaning roughly "I'm very sorry" (literally "This is not the end...[i.e. 
of my debt /fault]" and "There is no excuse "), are closer to the English 
"guilt" than haji. They presuppose the perceived wronging of another 
person ( "alter ") (dishonouring an abstract principle, for example, 
seems not to come into it): 
Guilt is so other -oriented [in Japan] that feeling guilty tends 
to amount to feeling apologetic to a specific person. Indeed 
the words for 'guilty' [...] sumanai and mooshiwakenai are 
expressions for apology; they imply the alter whom ego 
owes an apology. (205) 
An interesting example she gives of behavior that elicits the posture 
of sumanai is that of a widow who feels "guilty toward her child for 
getting sexually involved with a man "; this is exactly the situation 
evoked by Ishiguro in his first novel A Pale View of Hills (1982). The 
distinction Lebra draws between "shame" and "guilt" in English 
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shows the influence of the Japanese concepts she has in mind: "In 
the case of shame, others are visualized as audience or spectators, 
whereas in the case of guilt they appear as victims of or sufferers 
from one's action" (193). From a Japanese cultural perspective, in 
other words, "others" are never absent. Lebra proposes that "in guilt" 
the Japanese "tend to be more aware of others than [...] those who 
have been socialized in the Judeo- Christian theistic tradition ". 
Perhaps what we are to see Ono as experiencing when he thinks of 
Kuroda is something like this strictly, wrenchingly other -oriented 
feeling, which bears as it were the imprint of the harmed one's face. 
Ono's chance encounter after the war with a silent Kuroda could be 
symbolic of this. Ono's feelings on recognizing Kuroda are conveyed - 
electrically - by the phrase "and through the rain [I] saw with a 
strange shock Kuroda looking expressionlessly towards me" (77). The 
only other face in the book described explicitly as bearing an 
"expressionless "16 look is the "fearsome" one of Suichi. In both cases 
the man has been a victim of brutality, and associates the experience 
(more and less directly, and with greater and less justification) with 
Ono. The description of Kuroda's lined face, and the thought "he's not 
young anymore" seems to express with remarkable economy a mix 
of familiarity, curiosity, a proprietorial fatherliness, regret at the 
other's lost youth (which Ono knows Kuroda has him to thank for), 
and longing. Takie Lebra does not raise Ruth Benedict's question of 
16 According to David Matsumoto (1996:54), in Japanese 
communication, "To express nothing, to have a blank expression, 
would be an open expression of one's anger ". 
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the possibility of culturally sanctioned relief from such a feeling. One 
wonders if, as with haji in Benedict's account, no real assuagement 
exists. 
6. O m o t e/ ura and repression of guilt 
Ono's teacher Moriyama tries to intimidate his favourite student Ono 
into remaining loyal to his school of art when he discovers Ono's 
new, political paintings. Their last conversation takes place in a half - 
lit pavilion at twilight. We learn that the scene of the final rift 
between Ono and his own best pupil Kuroda many years later was 
the same pavilion. 
In his suspenseful account of the earlier meeting, Ono quotes "Mori - 
san" as observing to him, "You seem to be exploring curious avenues" 
(177). In the context, the phrase is patently a coded expression for 
`you are betraying my principles'. Ono as narrator then corrects 
himself, admitting that he may have confused Moriyama's words to 
him at the time with his own later remarks to his pupil Kuroda, 
made under similar circumstances in the very same pavilion, during 
the war. He adds, however, that his teacher did at times refer to 
"exploring avenues ", and that this may have been a characteristic 
phrase which Ono simply "inherited" from him. 
These comments alert us to the possibility that in recounting the 
pavilion scene with his teacher, Ono has in truth been dwelling - 
throughout - on his own, analogous, treatment of Kuroda. While 
424 
indirect or even camouflaged, the account would if so be the closest 
he has come in his tale to confronting his actual role in Kuroda's war- 
time fate. At the same time, he is perhaps trying to justify his 
actions as a 'natural' reaction common to all teachers at the point 
when their best students threaten to break with their tutelage. 
Such an intended identification of Moriyama with Ono on the one 
hand, and of young Masuji with Kuroda on the other, is rendered still 
clearer when Ono goes on to appeal to the reader's understanding on 
his teacher's behalf, after "Mori -san" declares bitterly that his pupil's 
defection from the "floating world" marks the "end" of his 
"development as a serious artist" (180): 
These may sound unnecessarily vindictive words for a 
teacher to use to a pupil whose admiration he knows he 
still commands. But then again, when a master painter has 
given so much in time and resources to a certain pupil, 
when furthermore he has allowed that pupil's name to be 
associated in public with his own, it is perhaps 
understandable, if not entirely excusable, that the teacher 
lose for a moment his sense of proportion and react in 
ways he may later regret. [...] 
if a teacher who has actually 
and materials should forget 
[I]t is surely understandable 
supplied most of the paints 
in such a moment that his 
pupil has any right whatever over his own work. 
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For all that, it is clear that such arrogance and 
possessiveness on the part of a teacher - however 
renowned he may be - is to be regretted. (181) 
After hedging the point that a teacher who publicly affiliates himself 
with a pupil is entitled to possessive feelings about the pupil's work, 
conceding that such behaviour is "not entirely excusable ", Ono in fact 
reinforces the argument for the defence with what sounds like 
intensified pleading: "It is surely understandable if [he...] has 
actually supplied most of [...] the materials [that he...] should forget in 
such a moment. . ." [my italics]. The final verdict, "For all that, it is 
clear that such arrogance [...] however renowned [the teacher...], is to 
be regretted ", reads like a reluctant admission wrung in a `moment 
of truth' from the teacher himself - or exacted by the `moral 
majority' of his community. Ono still pleads the teacher's "renown" as 
a mitigating factor (and one senses behind this reminder a longing 
for his own "renown" as an artist to be acknowledged). 
One can read this passage as expressing the 'divided' consciousness 
of classic Western psychology: on a conscious level, it refers to a 
scene of the distant past; on a suppressed or unconscious level, it 
evokes a disturbingly recent scene17. In the very next sentence 
(which forms part of the same paragraph) Ono finally makes explicit 
the seemingly subliminal link between his teacher' s "possessiveness" 
towards himself and his own towards Kuroda: "From time to time, I 
17 Strictly speaking, of course, this is the inverse of the Freudian 
scenario. 
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still turn over in my mind that cold winter's morning and the smell 
of burning growing ever stronger in my nostrils. [...] I was standing 
anxiously at the door of Kuroda's house. . ." (182). At least, that is 
how one might read the passage within an English Ianguage tradition 
of literary criticism, influenced by psychoanalysis. Yet perhaps, 
according to the rules of aimai and omote /ura, a Japanese listener 
might have been aware for some time - or even all along - that Ono 
was talking about none other than himself in purportedly describing 
Moriyama. This implied substitution of one person for another is 
precisely what occurs in an earlier remembered conversation 
between Moriyama and the young Ono. Ono immediately recognizes 
an intended comparison with himself in what his teacher says about 
his own youth, although, somewhat unnervingly, "Mori -san" does not 
in any way confirm this understanding: 
`[When] I was very young [...] I couldn't celebrate the 
floating world [...]. Young men are often guilt- ridden about 
pleasure [...]. I suppose I thought it all rather wasteful, all 
rather decadent. [...]' 
I thought about this, then said: `Indeed, Sensei, I admit 
what you say may well apply in respect to my own work. I 
will do all I can to put matters right.' 
Mori -san appeared not to hear me. But I've long since 
lost all such doubts, Ono,' he continued. (150) 
Mori -san's apparent failure to hear Ono's words seems a typical case 
of the strategic use of aimai, the aspect of it that Morley calls 
427 
"communication by omission" (1985:73). If anything, "Sensei "'s lack 
of response itself confirms Ono's interpretation. It is an even more 
oblique way of conveying a message (from the standpoint of English 
speech) than referring to one's interlocutor by means of ostensible 
references to oneself. In each of these uses of aimai it is possible to 
discern the two levels of meaning analyzed by Takeo Doi: the omote 
or 'surface' of a phrase which corresponds to the outward, societal 
self of tatemae, and the hidden ura of a person's underlying 
intention or honne, which a Iistener intuits. 
O m o t e and ura (as well as tatemae and honne) are not simply 
Japanese equivalents to the Freudian concepts of the conscious self 
and its 'unconscious'. When Ono attributes to Mrs Kawakami, the 
proprietress of a tavern which is all that remains of the old pleasure 
district he once patronized, a "reluctance to accept" that the "little 
world" of that district had "gone forever ", he is speaking for himself 
more than for her. He assumes a detached air, to the point of 
criticizing the "spirit" Mrs Kawakami feels nostalgia for, although it is 
the very spirit on which he built his own life, and then suggests that 
we make allowances for her "understandable" attachment to the 
place. There is a poignancy in this: Ono's love for the district has 
been made to recede into ura, he may no longer express it. Mrs 
Kawakami is omote here to the ura of Ono's own feelings. 
And yet, the modern Western notion of "repressed" memories in 
connection with guilt is far from irrelevant to Ono's decidedly 
sketchy account of the Kuroda affair, his direct involvement in which 
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we first hear of from his colleague Matsuda when he counsels Ono: 
"perhaps you'd best seek him out, painful as it may be" (95). Part of 
the reason why 'repression' of 'guilt' has a bearing on Ono's sense of 
his actions is that, for all his Japaneseness, Ono is a character in an 
English novel, created by a writer whose literary training was in 
English and whose audience is English- speaking (and primarily 
British). As such, Ishiguro could not have evaded awareness of 
Freud's impact on the twentieth century English novel, from the 
works of D. H. Lawrence onwards. There is also Ishiguro's poetic 
license to create an imaginary world which may both draw on and 
invent different social traditions, without having to explain itself at 
national borders or customs gates. Ishiguro himself points out that 
he is not "essentially concerned with a realist purpose in writing ": "I 
just invent a Japan which serves my needs. And I put that Japan 
together out of little scraps, out of memories, out of speculation, out 
of imagination" (1989a:341). 
In circling around the issue of his responsibility for Kuroda's fate, 
Ono recalls two conflicts in his own life in which he was the object of 
a similar, although smaller scale, intimidation: his father's 
intolerance of his youthful ambition to become a painter and 
Moriyama's retaliation on discovering Ono's shift in allegiance to 
overtly political principles of art that "contradicted" the master's 
own. In both cases, the older man confiscates and destroys Ono's 
paintings by burning them, in a way that foreshadows the police's 
bonfire of Kuroda's works after they have been condemned as 
"unpatriotic ". 
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While they gradually disclose the damaging role he played in 
Kuroda's indictment, Ono's remembered clashes with his father and 
teacher are also used to convey a plea for the reader's consideration. 
They firstly identify Ono with the figure of the victim Kuroda, and 
then elicit sympathy for the figure of the possessive mentor 
(subsequently the older Ono). Even given the narrator's oblique use 
of these episodes in a i ma i style to explain and justify his own 
conduct, it is significant that he never reports directly on his final 
meeting with Kuroda in the pavilion. Are we to conclude that the 
meeting is too painful for him to think about, or that it perhaps casts 
him in too malevolent a light? Something akin to the " verdrängen" or 
sublimation of guilty feelings would seem to be at work here. 
The air of menace pervading the two earlier scenes of intimidation is 
displaced from Ono himself in his account of the seizure of Kuroda's 
paintings, at which he is presented as "anxiously" endeavouring to 
prevent their destruction, and then helplessly looking on "with 
unbelieving eyes" as the police burn them. Ono appears to have been 
dismayed at the consequences of his official criticism of Kuroda. But 
the militarist spirit that he himself promoted at the "Migi -Hidari" 
drinking house (a name which incidentally means "Right- Left ") 
seems to have left little room for real dissent and to have come 
down hard on any manifestations of it: 
On the whole, my pupils were ready enough to give 
strangers a hearing, though of course, if we were imposed 
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on by a bore, or by someone with disagreeable views, they 
would be quick to squeeze him out. (74, my italics) 
Ono also reveals, albeit reluctantly, that he participated in the cruel 
ostracising of his fellow pupil Sasaki by the other students when 
Sasaki diverged from Moriyama's strict guidelines: "Certainly, what 
we did to Sasaki following his dispute with our teacher was quite 
unwarranted, and there seems little to be gained in my recalling 
such things here" (142). His assertion that there is "little to be 
gained" in recounting what they did alerts us to his involvement in 
something "dark" (141) just as he tries to downplay it. Evidently, Ono 
has been capable of collusion against a perceived traitor; equally 
evident is his uneasy feeling of 'regret' for such action, by the time 
of its telling - whether it be haji in front of the (Japanese) reader, or 
a more inward, guarded, remorse towards his fellow, Sasaki, in 
whose footsteps he in turn followed and whose punishment he also 
experienced. 
Conclusion 
The "floating world" metaphor takes in not only the instability of 
Ono's social standing and of the ethos he espoused, or the drifting of 
his memory, but also the linguistic and cultural terrain of the novel, 
which is suspended between Japanese and English cultural norms: 
those implied by aimai and English understatement, omote /ura and 
the conscious/ unconscious, haji and shame, sumanai and guilt. Ono is 
both a Japanese character and an English narrator, his feelings, 
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thoughts and convictions being conveyed to us through an English 
that is "inflected" in Eva Hoffman's sense with Ishiguro's native 
language. The author's consciousness spans these two distinct 
cultural worlds, translating the perspective of a Japanese `self' into 
the parameters of an English -speaking presumed reader, and 
creating a bicultural and bilingual narrative. 
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Conclusion 
In this thesis I have argued that seven powerful narratives of 
language migration attest the centrality of natural languages to 
the growth and substance of the self. These works suggest a 
particular typology of possible cross -cultural and translingual 
selves. Two major writers give more weight to the self of their 
first language and culture. Vladimir Nabokov's self -translation 
into English is virtuosic yet for the most part lacking in depth. 
That of Czeslaw Mílosz comes in a thick Polish accent, although 
with a resonance like the voice of the world. Autobiographers 
Richard Rodriguez and Andrew Riemer write as though the self of 
their native language were buried, and their own histories had 
begun with learning English, at the ages of seven and eleven 
respectively. Finally, autobiographers Eva Hoffman and Maxine 
Hong Kingston, and novelist Kazuo Ishiguro, embrace both 
linguistic sources of self in their writing - an achievement or a 
rare gift which it is hard not to believe extends to their lives as 
well. 
The 'host' society clearly plays a critical role in a language 
migrant's self -translation, through education in particular 
enabling or effectively precluding the development of a bicultural 
self. The cultural destinations of the language migrants under 
discussion varied widely, from Andrew Riemer's ethnically 
homogeneous, assimilationist 1940s Australia to Kazuo Ishiguro's 
increasingly multiracial, multicultural 1960s Britain. As adult 
language migrants, Czeslaw Milosz, who emigrated permanently at 
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forty -nine, and Vladimir Nabokov, who emigrated to England at 
nineteen but lived largely in Russian expatriate enclaves in 
Germany and France before settling in America at forty -five, 
were at a disadvantage relative to child language migrants Eva 
Hoffman, Maxine Hong Kingston and Kazuo Ishiguro. Milosz and 
Nabokov could not have translated themselves as fully into 
English as the latter writers whose education and childhood were 
to a large degree experienced in the second language. On the other 
hand, Andrew Riemer, who emigrated as a ten -year -old to 
Australia in 1947, and Richard Rodriguez, born to emigrant 
parents in California in the late 1940s, were victims of pressures 
to conform linguistically and culturally which were perhaps 
beyond those suffered by Kingston and Hoffman at a similar 
period (during the 1950s and 1960s respectively). By contrast, 
Kazuo Ishiguro in interviews alludes to a childhood in which the 
conflict between his parents' way of life and the local culture was 
minimal - an experience that could have contributed to the 
perception of commonality between Japanese and English cultures 
which informs his novels. 
The texts considered in this thesis were all written after the 
Second World War, from Nabokov's Pain (1957) and Milosz's early 
post -war poetry to Riemer's The Habsburg Café (1993). The 
emergence of searching personal narratives of Ianguage migration 
in the second half of the twentieth century can be linked to a 
number of factors. While enforced migration between languages 
and cultures is not new (dating roughly from the days of "Babel "), 
a specific focus on the role of natural languages in a person's 
formation is relatively recent among Western novelists and 
434 
autobiographers (though not among theorists of language 1) . 
Joseph Conrad, the pre- eminent language migrant of modern 
English Iiterature, was obviously aware of the phenomenon of 
self -translation. He wrote in the "Author's Note" (1919) to his 
Personal Record of 1912 that he was "adopted by English" and not 
vice versa: "[its] genius ... made me its own so completely that its 
very idioms I truly believe had a direct action on my 
temperament and fashioned my still plastic character" (1946:v). 
He says nothing more on the topic in A Personal Record. No doubt 
it was not in his interest to dwell on problems of self -translation, 
but his brief comment, for all its vividness, is symptomatic of the 
limited meaning the question had at the time. Mary Antin, a 
Russian -born Jewish immigrant to America whose autobiography 
The Promised Land (1912) recounts her painful transition from 
East European shtetl to American middle -class society, ignores 
altogether the issue of her migration from Yiddish and Russian 
into English. There is no sense in her text that the child whose 
first encounter with English she describes was substantially 
different from the adult narrating the episode now in effortless - 
sounding English2. Similarly, Oscar Handlin's well -known account 
of nineteenth century European waves of migration to America, 
The Uprooted (1951), omits any reference to the immigrant 
1 These include Johann Gottfried Herder in the late eighteenth 
century and Giambattista Vico earlier in the same century. 
2 In her story "Mastering the English Language" (1941), written 
when she was eleven, three years after arriving in Australia, 
Polish Jewish immigrant Fannia Goldberg Rudkowski evokes the 
time before she had learnt English in an Anglophone voice with 
no hint of a past disruption. This representation is of course 
shaped in accordance with her teachers' and Australian peers' 
expectations. 
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experience of learning another Ianguage and the linguistically 
encoded norms of another culture. 
An obvious source of the contemporary rise of texts exploring 
self- translation is the impact of globalization on what had been, 
comparatively speaking, linguistically homogeneous communities. 
An epiphenomenon of globalization in the West is the perception 
of ourselves as inhabiting a "post- modern" condition, 
characterized by increasing fragmentation of identity amidst a 
dizzying plurality of values (cf. eg. Kenneth Gergen's The 
Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary Life 
[1991]). In Lost in Translation, Eva Hoffman contrasts the story 
that her own time "tells [her] to tell" with Mary Antin's 
emphatically upbeat autobiography. Antin's period was one of 
confident assimilationism. Hoffman's radically pluralist time calls 
for a narrative marked by epistemological and ontological 
uncertainty. Yet the works of these language migrants do not, on 
the whole, affirm a post- modern aesthetic of fragmentation. Some 
sort of personal unity is striven for in disunity, even where this 
has been at the cost of suppressing one's native language - in this 
way giving rise to a truncated self, or "mutilation as a person" 
(Charles Taylor). There are, moreover, serious limits to the cross - 
cultural and -linguistic understanding afforded by the post- 
modern theoretical approach, which tends to affirm the category 
of cultural hybridity in a way that elides actual differences 
between languages and cultures (cf. Tzvetan Todorov's [1994] 
critique of post- modern "cosmopolitanism ", quoted in my 
introduction). 
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As important as the dramatic technological advances in 
international communication this century, has been the 
concurrent growth of interest in many fields of enquiry in the 
relation between language, thought and reality, from philosophy 
(Wittgenstein and Heidegger) and physics (Popper and Kuhn), to 
anthropology (Lévi- Strauss, Geertz and Benedict), linguistics 
(Saussure, Sapir and Whorf), psychology (Lacan), sociology 
(Goffman) and cultural psychology (Bruner and Shweder). Several 
of these areas of thought have in turn profoundly influenced the 
study and theory of literature, and have to varying degrees 
touched all the authors discussed in this thesis - every one of 
whom studied literature at university3. Eva Hoffman also refers to 
"sociology classes" where she learnt that "cultural distances" 
between interlocutors "are different ", Andrew Riemer speaks of 
linguists" who have "taught" him that "language ... is the essence 
of culture ", and Richard Rodriguez argues with "radical linguists" 
who define Black English as a language in its own right. These 
writers are conscious of the complexity of the relationship 
between language and the self to a degree utterly foreign to early 
twentieth century immigrant authors like Mary Antin. Joseph 
Conrad clearly did not think about these matters in the same 
depth as Kazuo Ishiguro, who, unlike Conrad, sets his novels 
explicitly in his country of birth, and has characters speak his 
native language "behind" the English in which he composes4. 
3 In all cases except that of Czes-law Mi1osz, they studied English 
literature in particular. 
4 In Conrad's novels, Polishness and the Polish Ianguage are 
present in considerably delocalized form (cf. Najder 1983 and 
Morf 1965). Their disguised presence within the narrative is 
never its point, and may well be inadvertent. This of course does 
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But the flow of knowledge has not been all one -way, from 
abstract or analytical domains to literary and personal writing. 
This thesis contends that life -writing by language migrants can 
challenge the monolingual, monocultural assumptions of 
contemporary literary theory and philosophy of language alike, 
which are not concerned, as immigrants must be, with the impact 
of specific natural languages on actual lives: the most significant 
way in which "language" is constitutive of the 'self ". 
The language migrants chosen for study were all forced to 
translate themselves into the English language. What, if any, are 
the cultural and psychological characteristics of English according 
to these authors? Is there, in their experience, anything like a self 
that one cannot escape being in English? Something like emotional 
detachment, an imposition of "restraint" (England, Anglo- 
Australia) or "control" (North America) on expression of intense 
feelings is a common complaint among these writers. A new sense 
of humour, a certain kind of irony, is often seen, or made manifest 
in the writing, as a gain in translation. But the culture and 
language from which the migrant is translating are at least as 
important in shaping the perception of English, and the translated 
self, as the language of destination itself. In both Maxine Hong 
Kingston's The Woman Warrior and Andrew Riemer's Inside 
Outside, an 'Anglo' embarrassment at the relative "loudness" of 
the voice and gestures of their emigrant parents in public is a 
major theme. For Kazuo Ishiguro, insofar as there are 
not diminish his novels' importance or fascination as cross - 
cultural texts. 
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autobiographical elements in An Artist of the Floating World, it is 
not. Rather, he draws parallels in emotional expression and sense 
of humour between Japanese traditional culture and middle -class 
British culture, often partly camouflaging, though not eliding, 
differences. 
Faithfulness to one's native language and culture is not a popular 
concept in literary studies, at a time when the very notion of an 
origin has been categorically repudiated (cf. Jacques Derrida's 
influential essay "Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the 
Human Sciences" [I978] for a deconstruction of the "episteme" of 
origin). If in analyzing these texts my thesis has appeared to lean 
towards the value of faithfulness to one's first language in self - 
translation, then it has been for reasons related to the following 
one offered by anthropologist Alton Becker (1995:19) in the 
context of literary, ethnographic translation: 
Some reciprocity is called for [...] because translation is not 
a neutral act. Translation fidelity itself demands 
reciprocity, a sorting out of exuberances and deficiencies, 
a confession of failures and sleights of hand. It is the only 
way I know by which to make restitution to those who, in 
old Malay words, mpunya carita 'wrought the words and 
in that sense own them'. 
Similarly, something is owed in translation to the self who was 
"wrought" through participation in a native language and cultural 
environment - and to the particular people who brought that self 
up. It is also important, however, to say that the inroads made 
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and footholds gained by aII these authors within their second 
language and culture entailed an element of courage. Their 
narratives point to the value of a readiness to engage with a new 
language and, hence, with another way of 'being in the world'. In 
the words of Eva Hoffman, it is through the "interior images" with 
which a given language nourishes the self, that it becomes 
possible to "love" the world and "make it one's own ". 
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